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Chapter 1 
 
Introduction, assumption and problem formulation  
This section is intended to provide an insight into this study’s central field of interest and to 
highlight the direction of it by laying out the problem formulation and the main assumptions and 
hypotheses that started this academic journey of mine.    
 
The aim of this study is not to survey British imperialism or to make an exhaustive investigation of 
postcolonial theory, but to review aspects of modern British literature that deal with postcolonial 
issues and keywords such as hybrid identity, mimicry and multiculturalism. The selected literature 
that has been taken as focus is Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia which was published in 
1990 and Zadie Smith’s White Teeth which was published ten years later in 2000. Both novels are 
widely recognised as they have both won the Whitbread First Novel Award, now renamed Costa 
First Novel Award (“Costa Book Awards”) and are incorporated in most universities’ reading lists. 
However, both novels have primarily been chosen for their characters’ hybrid experiences and 
common key concerns. I am particularly interested in the different narrative techniques and 
strategies that both authors have chosen and how their applied form frames the key concerns.      
 
One main assumption and hypothesis is that Zadie Smith is more unconcerned with political 
correctness than is Hanif Kureishi. Consequently, she dares to say and discuss more through her 
narrator and characters than does Kureishi. The time span between them seems to mark a 
development in the field of representation of British Asians in literature and ethnic tensions in 
general. Smith seems to be able to challenge the multicultural reality of Britain with more irony and 
in much more depth than Kureishi and, I would argue, through her much more well-thought out 
narrative technique that she strategically applies in the novel. This area touches on the next stepping 
stone for this study which is to show how one can work with the interrelation between hybridity and 
areas within narratology in order to gain deeper understanding of hybrid characters such as Irie and 
Millat in White Teeth. This leads to the following problem formulation:  
 
How do Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith portray and discuss the concept of hybridity differently in 
The Buddha of Suburbia and White Teeth and of what might the differences be a result?  
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As the above formulation indicates, the main approach is a postcolonial and comparative reading of 
the novels. However, the aim of this thesis is not to place or force the novels into the field of 
postcolonialism without discussion. On the contrary, this study will provide a close reading of both 
novels and study some of the challenges the British-born hybrid characters Karim, Irie and Millat 
experience in society and how they cope with them. I intentionally focus more on the characters 
born in England in order to establish a discussion about what I consider to be a blurred line between 
postcolonial literature and contemporary British fiction.     
Furthermore, there is a major focus on how these key concerns are discussed differently in terms of 
narrative style and strategy as this factor influences the way in which hybridity is perceived. Hence, 
I combine the concept of hybridity with elements within narratology such as voice, focalization and 
implied author which I believe will offer new perspectives in the field of postcolonialism as Smith, 
in particular, operates with and masters the balance between seriousness on the one hand and 
humour and irony on the other. The idea is to demonstrate Smith’s narrative skills and unique 
narrative voice that establish complex layers providing a deep and different understanding of her 
hybrid characters which, in effect, make them appear much more nuanced and complex than do 
Kureishi’s characters.     
 
Many scholars have suggested guidelines for studying Kureishi and Smith through the lens of 
postcolonialism and through key words such as hybridity, multiculturalism and irony but to my 
knowledge there has not been a specialised study of the interrelation between hybridity and 
narratology. This area is worthy of critical attention as it can extend reading possibilities and make 
one rethink the concept of hybridity. Lastly, this study can provide important tools in the reading of 
the novels both comparatively but also separately.  
 
It is important to emphasise that the analysis might present new points and perspectives in the above 
mentioned field but that it also assesses existing criticism and draws on an already existing debate. 
My aim is, thus, to contribute in the existing debate about hybridity in contemporary British fiction 
but also to provide new aspects and ways in which the novels, in particular White Teeth, can be read 
and understood.         
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Methodology and structure  
The analysis is divided into three chapters and further divided into subsections. However, before the 
analysis there follows an introduction to the novels and characters included for an overview.  
 
The first part of the analysis, chapter 2, is subdivided into three subsections. The first subsection 
looks at the concept of hybridity and lays out the challenges Karim in The Buddha of Suburbia and 
Irie in White Teeth face as hybrid characters in society. Both desire to be accepted as fully 
westernised English people but are challenged by prejudices and stereotypes. Homi Bhabha’s 
concepts are integrated and used as eye-openers in the characterisation of them as individuals and 
hybrids. There is a clear focus on their different senses of home and notions of belonging but also 
on their common feelings of unhomeliness.  
 
The next subsection deals with how the novels, in particular White Teeth, seem to move away from 
the concept of hybridity and point to a new model for the existing ethnicities in society. This 
subsection uses Stuart Hall’s notion of new ethnicities as its point of departure and is followed by 
the next which deals with the migrant experience where Haroon and Samad represent two different 
ways of being immigrants and individuals. Immigrants are thus not a homogeneous group despite of 
the fact that some characters in the novels want immigrants to be grouped under the same umbrella. 
This fact influences Haroon and Samad’s different attitudes towards identity and integration and, as 
a result, their children’s hybrid characters. 
 
The second part of the analysis, chapter 3, deals with the core element in this study: the interrelation 
between hybridity and narrative style and technique in White Teeth, in particular.  The main idea and 
point is to demonstrate how Smith operates more strategically than Kureishi and provides nuances 
that become immanent in the characterisation of her characters. This part of the analysis is, thus, 
subdivided into six further subsections that all deal with the different functions the narrator and its 
voice has in the plot. Simply put, all subsections look at how both authors’ different technical and 
strategic choices frame and affect the key concerns in the novel. The Buddha of Suburbia will be 
involved when relevant but this core section takes the novel by Smith as its focus as I, on the 
simplest level, argue that she is a much more complex, nuanced and freer writer than is Kureishi.     
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There follows a chapter that is concerned with the issue of representation and some of the 
challenges Hanif Kureishi faced during his early career as a British-Asian writer. Moreover, the 
chapter provides a focus on the development that the field of representation seems to have 
undergone. This part of the thesis concludes the analysis and functions as a prelude to the discussion 
which is followed by a conclusion and an abstract in Danish and English.                        
 
 
Theoretical framework  
The theoretical view that will be applied is first and foremost postcolonial. During the preliminary 
process I needed some theory on cultural and postcolonial identity as my interest in this thesis is 
with the complex hybrid identities that Kureishi and Smith both portray.  
 
A primary theorist that will be used as the point of departure is one of the police officers of 
postcolonial theory, Homi Bhabha, who will be supported by cultural theorist Stuart Hall and Paul 
Gilroy. The idea is that they will help clarify aspects of the characters’ identities and the nation’s 
attitude towards increasing hybridity.  
 
This section is not an exhaustive one as Hall, Gilroy and Bhabha’s core concepts such as hybridity 
and mimicry will be introduced when used in my analysis as eye-openers. The idea is to 
contextualise the concepts in order to be able to discuss them in detail and in a more nuanced way.   
 
The analysis will not only draw on theory from the realm of postcolonial studies but also integrate 
and involve concepts from the field of narratology. Gerard Genette’s structuralist approach and idea 
of focalization and Seymour Chatman’s idea of an implied author will be used as well as they 
provide an understanding of the internal mechanisms of the stories. An examination of narrative 
voice and fozalisation provides a better understanding of the relation between the narrator and the 
story, its key concerns and both authors’ technical choices. 
This theoretical review might seem a bit superficial as it does not present or explain Genette’s three 
types of focalization, his concept of voice or Chatman’s communicative model further, but my aim 
and expectation is that all the needed points will be demonstrated and contextualised in the analysis; 
I intentionally do not involve all of Chatman’s model but deliberately focus on aspects that I find 
relevant to the study. In this case, his notion of an implied author.   
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Introduction to material 
Kureishi's novel was published back in 1990 and Smith's White Teeth in 2000. Despite the time span 
between the two novels there are thematic links that connect them as they both give immigrants and 
their children a place and a voice in British literature. Moreover, they illustrate that being human is 
a complex and fluid matter but that being a hybrid in a multicultural society is an even more 
complex matter.    
 
Kureishi's novel seems simpler as the story is told from a first person narrator, Karim, who is also 
our protagonist. Karim lives in the suburbs with his lower middle-class family which consists of an 
Indian father and British mother. Karim is influenced by two ethnic backgrounds and is thus a 
hybrid figure. However, Karim does not seem concerned with his hybrid identity in the beginning of 
the novel even though he is racially abused in school. His main concern and desire is to move away 
from Beckhenham to Inner London so that he can escape the monotonous life that the suburbs offer.          
 
His dream is fulfilled when his father, Haroon, decides to leave his mother, Margaret, and be with 
his girlfriend Eva. In London, Karim navigates different social spheres and ends up being an actor. 
Here, he might be where he wants to be geographically but he still faces challenges due to the 
colour of his skin and his name.             
 
The plot of White Teeth differs from The Buddha of Suburbia in that more characters and 
generations take part in the story. The two families, the Iqbals and the Joneses, are central characters 
and both have members whose roots can be traced back to two former colonised areas, Bengal and 
Jamaica. Fundamentally, the two families are so different, yet they face some of the same problems 
in society e.g. issues like heritage. It is Archie and Samad’s friendship during the Second World War 
that links the families together. The flashbacks, the omniscient narrator and the multiple points of 
view, do not only give access to the characters’ individual stories, but we also see how they are 
intertwined in one plot. Irie, who is Archie and Clara's daughter, seems to be the character who 
struggles most with her hybrid identity which undergoes a transformation when she meets the 
Chalfens, a well-educated middle-class family, who not only effects Irie’s life but also those of the 
other two families with whom they clash.     
 
This introductory section has been dealt with separately for the sake of form and overview but the 
analysis is designed to take a more comparative and fluid shape.    
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Chapter 2 
 
Analysis  
 
Introduction to chapter  
This chapter examines and discusses Karim and Irie’s hybrid identities in relation to Bhabha’s 
definition of the concept. The chapter provides multiple perspectives on their representation of 
hybridity: the split they experience inside of themselves, how they use mimicry in order to cope 
with the challenges they face as hybrids and how their hybrid identities and their internal struggles 
are framed and reinforced by society. Finally, it is discussed how Kureishi and Smith point to a new 
model that would represent the existing diversity in society better than the concept of hybridity. One 
that moves away from hybridity and uses Hall’s notion of new ethnicities to demonstrate the 
increase in ethnic mixing.      
 
 
Hybrid identities in The Buddha of Suburbia and White Teeth 
Karim and Irie are both complex characters with inner struggles as they are restless and dissatisfied 
with their looks. When we are first introduced to them they both strive to be more English than they 
already are, however, their approaches and paths are in some ways different. The identity of Karim 
is not, especially at first glance, a clear cut representation of hybridity despite the fact that he is 
completely aware of being a ’half-breed’: “I am often considered to be a funny kind of Englishman, 
a new breed as it were, having emerged from two old histories.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of 
Suburbia” 1990:3). 
 
This opening sentence is much quoted in an attempt to draw on the concept of hybridity and, to 
explore Karim as a hybrid, it is difficult to circumvent this sentence as Karim points at the 
complexity in him. Karim’s own definition presupposes that he has multiple identities and that he is 
a protagonist who is split between his two ethnic roots. Interestingly enough though, Karim does 
not fully accept being a half-breed as he views and defines himself as an Englishman who does not 
always identify with the Indian roots he has inherited from his father, Haroon. This is explicitly seen 
in the first part of the novel as it is revealed that Karim does not speak Urdu and that he has never 
been to India (Kureishi ”The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:140). However, there are, nevertheless, a 
number of ways in which Karim can be said to inhabit or represent a hybrid identity. Firstly, it is an 
identity that is forced upon him as he is looked upon and treated as an exotic species that differs 
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from the rest of society due to his name and skin colour. Nick Bentley has made the same 
observations as he argues that: “Karim's hybridity marks him out as different despite being a part of 
a predominantly suburban, English lower-middle-class culture at the beginning of the novel.” 
Furthermore, Bentley explains that: “... he is both an insider and outsider and his experiences are 
to a large extent determined by his cultural inbetweenness.” (2008:163). 
 
Similarly, Irie’s hybrid identity also marks her out as different in society as most of her experiences 
in the public sphere are determined by her cultural inbetweenness, however, in contrast to Karim 
she does not view or define herself as English at all. In this regard she seems to struggle more than 
Karim as his main aim is to escape the monotonous life in the suburbs whereas hers is to achieve a 
more Western demeanor and look. Her desires and ambitions are, thus, much more unrealistic and 
radical. The following description of Irie demonstrates the internal dilemma she is in: “There was 
England, a gigantic mirror, and there was Irie, without reflection. A stranger in a stranger land.” 
(Smith 2000:266).       
 
Putting it simply, Irie does not feel at home even though she is. In her attempt to fit into the existing 
norms in society she desperately tries to get rid of her Jamaican traits by straightening her afro hair. 
Her disastrous attempt to change her hair is obviously undertaken without sufficient knowledge in 
the field as she ends up getting her hair damaged. Her desperation leads to bad choices as she 
deliberately omits to tell the hairdresser that her hair is newly washed. This crucial piece of 
information that is withheld results in Irie being forced to wear a wig. The novel’s focus of 
multicultural alienation is manifested through Irie, in particular, as her actions and thoughts show 
that she is the one figure who reflects on her identity and inbetweenness. The scene at the 
hairdresser’s provides one of the highlights of White Teeth as it combines sharply observed comedy 
and a serious feeling for a beleaguered adolescent (Squires 2002:27). One of the earliest 
manifestations of her state of being, her feeling of unhomeliness, is evoked at school where the 
class studies Shakespeare's sonnet to the dark lady, which figure's potential ethnic otherness is 
comprehended by Irie and Joshua but completely rejected by their teacher:  
”I just thought... like when he says, here: Then will I swear, beauty herself is black... And the curly 
hair thing, black wires -. Irie gave up in the face of giggling and shrugged. The response from her 
teacher Mrs Roody is:’ No, dear, you're reading it with a modern ear...’” (Smith 2000:272). 
Irie feels as if she has finally found a reflection. However, this is quickly dismissed by the others.   
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It is obvious that Irie, due to the sad feelings this dismissal evokes, lacks knowledge about her 
Jamaican roots, and therefore feels split even though she is part of a generation for which the 
concepts of migration and exile must have become too distant to affect her and carry their former 
freight of disabling rootlessness (Head in Lane, Mengham, and Tew 2003:107-108). Interestingly, 
however, she experiences what Bhabha calls unhomeliness which is "the estranging sense of the 
relocation of the home and the world... that is the condition of extra-territorial and cross-cultural 
initiations." (Bhabha in Childs and Williams 1997:141). One possible factor that might influence 
Irie’s feelings is political. According to Bhabha, hybridity is politically useful as a means of 
resisting cultural nationalism within the host society, which sees merging as undesirable; as a way 
of countering assimilationism, which requires minorities to give up their culture of origin (Bhabha 
in Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 2005:63). Irie’s ethnic and cultural origin is manifested in her curvy 
forms and looks and following Bhabha’s logic she is therefore asked to give up something that is 
impossible to give up. She wishes and tries to but fails due the impossibility of her desire.      
 
The level of reflection that Irie provides is lacking in Karim as he is more obsessed with class 
issues. Race is an issue he is often reminded of and he experiences racial abuse, however, he does 
not give a greater insight into the feelings that it evokes despite being the narrator. As Susie Thomas 
also argues, he tends to skip over racist comments and events as being shameful or tries to shrug 
them off as being comical (“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:74). This strategy is remarkable as it 
characterises the novel as a whole. Kureishi does not describe Karim’s anger and hurt but often 
turns racist comments into a comic situation. This is best demonstrated in the passage below where 
Karim meets his friend Helen's father, Hairy Back, and his Great Dane:   
“We don't want you blackies coming to the house. 
Have there been many? 
Many what, you little coon? 
Blackies 
Where? 
Coming to the house." (Kureishi,”The Buddha” 1990:40). 
 
 
This entire passage with Hairy Back has an element of humour due to Karim's puzzled and ironic 
responses but Bentley emphasizes that the passage symbolically represents a racial humiliation 
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meted out to an outsider by a representative from the dominant culture as he sets his dog at Karim 
(2008:163). Following the logic of Bentley’s reading, it is enhanced that multiculturalism is not 
embraced by all members in society as some have difficulties accepting changes in demography that 
the nation itself has helped in creating. The nation’s history has, namely, been shaped by its colonial 
interests, its involvement in Asia and Africa but Hairy Back makes his political stance very clear 
towards Karim as he exclaims: “We're with Enoch.” (Kureishi ”The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:40). 
In order to comprehend Hairy Back’s ideological stance some historical context seems relevant 
here. As a member of the Conservative party Enoch Powell’s political ideas were dominated by 
nationalism and a general stance against change. However, as an individual he was ultra-
conservative and against immigrants in all shapes and forms (Pearce 2008). His role will be 
discussed more thoroughly in the chapter titled ‘The burden of representation’.  
 
After this episode Karim seeks revenge which is quite unusual as Karim is careless about race 
relations. He has sex with Helen which he sees as a delicious moment of revenge and rejoices over 
the fact that Hairy Back would not be a contented man if he knew that “four Pakis were resting 
their black arses on his seats “(Kureishi ”The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:78). Bentley argues that 
Karim’s use of the terms ‘Pakis’ and ‘black arses’ subverts the language of the racists and has a 
comic and ironic effect (2008:165). Karim challenges the old colonial power and its feeling of 
superiority with his own invented form and strategy of resistance and revenge. Once again, his inner 
anger and disappointment is turned into a comic and ironic situation which relies highly on a 
readerly experience, as it depends on a willingness to participate in this form of irony. Without 
participation one would most likely miss the essential point.        
 
Despite episodes such as these Karim seeks assimilation as he rejects his Indian looks. A striking 
episode is the scene where Karim forces Changez to wear a bobble-hat over his face to make sure 
that his Indian traits are not visible. He fears that people will ‘imagine him as one too’ (Kureishi 
”The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:98) and makes a quite selfish and radical move. In this regard, 
Thomas adds that it is impossible to escape the way others see you (“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:67), 
however, at this time Karim is so obsessed with repressing and undermining his Indian roots that he 
is not able to think or act rationally.       
Moreover, he is fascinated by Charlie whom he presents as being cooler and cleverer than him. It is 
in the light of Charlie that Karim’s imitation and process of mimicry becomes visible. He desires to 
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be like him as he says: “I coveted his talents, face, style. I wanted to wake up with them all 
transferred to me.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:15). 
 
For Bhabha, mimicry is the effect of the doubling that takes place when one culture dominates the 
other. In Karim’s case he does not only mimic or desire Charlie because he wants to be more 
British. It is true that his envy of him is a part of his unacknowledged loathing of his Indian looks, 
however, in contrast to Thomas’ reading, I would argue that Karim’s feelings are not solely based 
on his issues with race or the feeling of inferiority (“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:79). It is not that simple. 
It is a mixture between wanting to be as popular as Charlie and to climb higher on the social ladder. 
In this sense Kureishi clearly operates with universal themes that are not only bound to 
postcolonialism but are a part of a larger discussion about postmodernism and individual identity. 
Given Karim’s age he deals with a type of confusion that any other teenager might also deal with. 
He experiments with drugs, alcohol, sex and identity in the same way in which others in his peer 
group might also do. Experiences come together and shape his identity. His task is not that different 
from Charlie or Jamila’s who, like Karim, have to form and combine a life where they can define 
themselves as individuals. Interestingly, Thomas seems to recognise this as well as she stresses that 
an important feature of Kureishi’s handling of race is his undermining of the notion that mimicry is 
an exclusive postcolonial problem as it is ironic that Karim who is from Beckenham breaks into 
Cockney while playing Mowgli in Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book (“Hanif Kureishi” 2005: 
66). In London his girlfriend Eleanor also comments on Karim’s accent when she says:  
“You’ve got a street voice, Karim. You’re from South London – so that’s how you speak. It’s like 
cockney, only not so raw. It’s not unusual. It’s different to my voice, of course.” (Kureishi “The 
Buddha of Suburbia” 1990: 178).  
At this stage in the novel Karim is so obsessed with the idea of losing every trace of his Indian and 
suburban identity that he decides that:  
“At that moment I resolved to lose my accent: whatever it was, it would go. I would speak like her. 
It wasn’t that difficult.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:178).    
 
 
 
In this way, the concepts of hybridity and mimicry are presented to be universal and not only 
postcolonial issues as Karim, as earlier discussed, wants to suppress and completely get rid of his 
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suburban traits and adapt a posher appearance and accent. Moreover, he is a huge fan of Pink Floyd 
and the Rolling Stones. Such a music movement that dominated the 1970s, influences Karim’s 
affiliations as he desires to be a part of those subgroups. 
 
At the beginning of this chapter it was pointed out that aspects of Karim’s identity dismiss a hybrid 
one as he does not fully embrace or accept his Indian roots. However, the characterisation of Karim 
has shown that he is like a coconut - black on the outside and white in the inside, or rather, in Franz 
Fanon’s words he has a black skin, but wears a white mask (Fanon in Childs & Williams 1997:50). 
With his interest in the psychological effects of colonialism, Fanon is an inspiration for Bhabha who 
argues that black skin, white masks is not a neat division but a doubling, dissembling image of 
being in at least two places at once (Bhabha in Childs & Williams 1997:123). Karim is 
metaphorically also in two places at once due to his hybrid identity that at times make him seek 
assimilation and imitation and at other times fills him with an inner anger that, for instance, makes 
him move away from friends and have sex for the sake of revenge. The episode with Hairy Back 
might be dealt with comically but subconsciously it puts its mark on Karim as the sex for revenge 
mentality shows that he does react to some offensive commentaries and thus changes inside 
himself. He gradually realises that his visible differences are more important to the surrounding 
society than his inner traits.   
  
Karim is obsessed with the idea of London and Charlie but for Irie it is the Chalfens who are the 
object of her attention. The Chalfens believe in science, therapy, healthy eating and most 
importantly, themselves (Tew “Zadie Smith” 2010:58). They have been inwardly oriented before 
their meeting with Irie and Millat as they are convinced that they do not need others. Her meeting 
with them makes her see some of the dysfunctional behaviors within her own family, but she is, at 
first, not able to spot those of the Chalfens. She wants their Englishness, and her fascination with 
their intellect quickly develops into mimicry:  
"... she was fascinated, enamoured after five minutes. No one in the Jones household made jokes  
 
about Darwin, or said 'my foot and mouth are on intimate terms', or offered choices of tea..." 
(Smith 2000:319). 
 
She immediately feels drawn to them as she is exposed to conversations and words she has never 
14 
 
encountered before. She experiences a similar feeling to the one Karim does the first time he visits 
Eva’s house. The environment is completely different from that she is used to and in effect, 
convinces her that they represent culture, refinement, class and intellect. Irie sees the Chalfens as 
possible role models and her desire to be a part of the Chalfen clan quickly develops into mimicry: 
"... she wanted to merge with the Chalfens, to be of one flesh; separated from the chaotic, random 
flesh of her own family and transgenically fused with another. A unique animal. A new breed." 
(Smith 2000:342). 
 
However, like Karim, Irie is indirectly not allowed to become as English as them as she is reminded 
of her differences. A concrete example is her and Millat’s first meeting with Joyce. Here, Joyce 
remarks about how exotic they both look and she quickly wants to turn the conversation into a 
matter of origin. Indirectly, the novel signals that Joyce wants to put a wall up. When both Irie and 
Millat are asked about where they are originally from, they do not register that it is their roots she 
refers to. On the other hand, their answer is: “’Willesden,’ said Irie and Millat simultaneously.” 
(Smith 2000:319). An answer that does not satisfy Joyce who insists on getting a 'real' answer - but 
when the question is repeated in a mocking tone the answer is the same: “’Whitechapel,’ said 
Millat, pulling out a fag. ‘Via the Royal London Hospital and the 207 bus.’” (Smith 2000:319). The 
main point here is that both Irie and Millat present themselves as English, but that their answer is 
not accepted but instead made fun of. Arguably, Irie’s feeling of unhomeliness is something that is 
reinforced and sustained by society. Their roots, which they have nothing to do with, still intrude in 
the present as they are reminded of their differences and their resources from home. In the above 
mentioned example the Chalfens exclude them, an action that contradicts their image as an 
inclusive family. There is a clear power structure that they make sure is maintained.  
 
Karim experiences a similar exclusive attitude from Shadwell. The most notable example is the part 
where Karim gets to act Mowgli in an adaptation of the The Jungle Book. To Karim's disapproval 
his skin is 'blacked up' and he is forced to deliver the lines with an Indian accent even though this 
does not come naturally to him. It is obvious that Karim lands the leading role due to his Indian 
roots, however, he is not seen as Indian enough to complete the role authentically and successfully 
enough and must therefore start another imitation process. However, this time it must be the other 
way around. He tries to reject this and speak up but his objections are put down several times as 
Shadwell the producer argues: "Karim you have been cast for authenticity and not experience." 
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(Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:147). Implicitly Shadwell forces Karim to be someone 
and something that he is not and does not wish to be and "in practice this results in Karim being 
reduced to a stereotype" (Bentley 2008:164). Jamila takes a similar stance: "And it was disgusting, 
the accent and the shit you had smeared over you. You were just pandering to prejudices -" 
(Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:157). Jamila actually touches upon an interesting aspect. 
She interprets Karim’s performance as a victimised one and, at first glance, this observation seems 
to be correct as Karim admits being ashamed of the Indian accent he has had to mimic during the 
show. However, if details are studied closer, Susie Thomas notes that Karim is not merely a victim 
as he subverts the stereotype by switching between a Peter Sellers Indian accent and deliberately 
‘relapsing into Cockney’ (Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 70). If we go one stage further we see that 
Karim comprehends Shadwell’s intention and deliberately turns his performance into a strategy of 
resistance. He subverts his accent into the same caricatured type that appears in the film The Party 
from 1968 where actor and comedian Peter Sellers plays an Indian immigrant, Hrundi V. Bakshi, 
who, at an exclusive Hollywood event experiences the differences between Indian and American 
culture (Dave 2013:19). Bakshi does not engage in many conversations but mostly walks around 
alone using physical movements to portray and bring out the humorous element in the film. 
Likewise, Karim’s skin is blacked up and Shilpa Dave points out that “Sellers’ characterization of 
Bakshi depicts him as an object to be commented on and responded to for comic effect rather than 
an individual with his own story. Bakshi, in effect, becomes an accent and a “cultural thing.” 
(2013:21).  
 
Karim, hence, operates strategically as he, by adopting Sellers’ accent, shows how unnatural the 
culture and the Indian accent come to him. Like Seller he has to perform in order to bring it out and 
by relapsing into cockney he insists on his Englishness but experiences the classical postcolonial 
dilemma, which is dislocation - belonging nowhere, wanted nowhere (Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 
2005:70).  
  
Within a postcolonial context Shadwell could be seen as a figure who tries to recolonise Karim 
(Bentley 2008:164) as he, like the Chalfens, wants to maintain a certain power structure and 
difference. Karim’s experiences could also be understood via Paul Gilroy’s notion of ‘cultural 
racism,’ that is a form of prejudice that does not directly focus on biology but attempts to re-
establish a power relationship based on the perceived cultural practices engaged in by a particular 
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ethnic group (Gilroy in Bentley 2008:164).    
 
In White Teeth ‘recolonisation’ or ‘cultural racism’ is manifested in various ways that are arguable. 
If we stick to Irie, the scene with her, Millat, Joshua and their headmaster becomes interesting. They 
get caught with a cigarette belonging to Millat and instead of focusing on the real matter, it turns out 
that the headmaster focuses more on Irie and Millat’s backgrounds as he underpins the fact that they 
both have a lot of potential but that their social environments can damage that potential. Joyce 
Chalfen, who is also referred to as Mother Chalfen, agrees with him. She is very enthusiastic about 
the idea of home schooling as an alternative to punishment as she has a need to be needed. 
However, according to Bhabha, this inclusive approach can also be seen as a strategy of exclusion 
(Bhabha in Childs & Williams 1997:129). Through inclusion 'good natives' such as Irie and Millat 
are welcomed but still not entirely accepted in society whereas 'bad natives' are completely 
excluded. This process means selection and the irony that lies in the narrator's voice and tone when 
the headmaster explains his solution reveals an underlying message. A matter of a 'fag' on the school 
premises turns into a matter of civilization and origin as the headmaster implies that home 
schooling at the Chalfens’ is a far better choice than at the Joneses’ and the Iqbals’ who are 
indirectly not viewed as civilised enough. Irie and Millat are viewed and portrayed as disadvantaged 
minority children who need help from elsewhere (Smith 2000:308). The outcome is not desirable 
for Irie and Millat but is for the headmaster who expresses: “We could get funding.” The narrator 
then reveals that: “At the magic word funding, the headmaster’s sunken eyes began to disappear 
beneath agitated lids.” (Smith 2000:308).    
 
The above passage and examples show that hybridity is a state of being that is reinforced and 
sustained by society. Bhabha explains this by arguing that mimicry is not only a strategy of 
authority, a form of discriminatory knowledge, but also an articulation of a metonymic identity that 
is also menacing (Bhabha in Childs &Williams 1997:113). Thus, Karim and also Irie experience 
exactly what Bhabha expresses as: "A reformed but recognizable other. He is almost the same but 
not quite." (1994:86). Karim’s interactions with Shadwell illustrate Bhabha’s point:  
“Instead of talking about the job he said some words to me in Punjabi or Urdu... " 
You don't understand? 
No, not really. 
What could I say? I wouldn't win. I knew he'd hate me for it. 
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 Your own language!” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:140). 
 
What we see is that Karim is English in his language, taste, in his opinions and in his intellect. He 
seeks assimilation despite the fact that Susie Thomas notes that there is no coherent English identity 
to be assimilated into due to the multicultural reality that constantly demands new interpretations of 
nationhood (“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:64). The perceptions and feelings of Britishness changed in the 
middle of the 20th century due to the dissolution of the Empire and the beginning of mass 
immigration after 1948 (Mustad in Mustad et al. 2012:26). The Empire was a strong pillar in the 
structure of national identity and when the colonies gradually gained independence, Britishness no 
longer meant what it once meant since the population in the 1950s, ‘60s and ‘70s consisted of many 
ethnic groups that by virtue of their citizenship demanded to be treated as British (Mustad in 
Mustad et al. 2012:27). Despite the fact that Britishness has had to absorb the different identities of 
African, Asian and Caribbean, Karim, Irie, Changez or Haroon are not fully accepted as British 
people. Hence, the nation seems to fail to change its narrow definition of national identity as it 
primarily depends on looks and name (Thomas,“Hanif Kureishi” 66). There emerges a split in both 
Karim and Irie’s identities as the effect of mimicry is not change but camouflage. Mimicry requires 
a similarity and dissimilarity and relies on resemblance on the 'colonised' becoming like the 
‘coloniser’ but always remaining different (Bhabha in Childs & Williams 1997:131).    
 
Karim’s ambivalence is manifested in various ways. At times he mocks Haroon and finds himself 
superior to Changez. However, when Karim starts to understand that he is not fully accepted he 
changes attitude and, as highlighted earlier, has sex for revenge. In Inner London he becomes more 
aware of himself, that is, more conscious of his hybrid identity. The physical movement from one 
place to another creates an inner movement in Karim as he grows. Similarly, Irie seems to grow 
when she physically leaves Willesden and moves in with her grandmother, Hortense, whom she has 
not seen in six years. Here, she connects with her roots and gains insight in Clara's past which 
intrudes into Irie's life - one way or another.  
 
The movement functions as an eye-opener for them both as they start identifying more with their 
roots. In Karim’s case this is best seen at his uncle Anwar's funeral. Karim realises that:" ... in some 
way these were my people, and that I'd spent my life denying or avoiding that fact. I felt ashamed 
and incomplete at the same time, as if half of me were missing..." (Kureishi “The Buddha of 
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Suburbia” 1990:212). 
 
Haroon’s choice to cut off his family back in India has also had a major impact on Karim, if not 
fatal. The missing connection that clearly is beleaguering him has perhaps made him struggle more 
with his hybrid identity instead of accepting it. Karim himself recognises this when he reaches a 
more mature stage in which he becomes able to see some of his father’s mistakes. Likewise, does 
Irie also blame Clara for some of the confusion in her life. This escalates in the scene where Irie 
discovers that Clara’s teeth are false: ”To her, this was yet another item in a long list of parental 
hypocrisies and untruths, this was another example of the Jones/Bowden gift for secret histories, 
stories you never got told, history you never entirely uncovered” (Smith 2000:379). 
She reaches the same conclusion as Millat, that their parents are damaged people with missing 
hands and missing teeth. With both characters we see how their parents’ choices have affected them 
negatively but also positively as they learn not to accept the limitations that they have. 
 
When Irie reconnects with Hortense she becomes more open to letting her identity be shaped by 
both cultures that influence her. The missing reflection slowly begins to show itself to her and she 
gradually comes to terms with the looks she has inherited from her mother. She finds old pictures of 
her great-grandmother and great-grandfather, some old books, maps and news articles about 
Jamaica. In this new process she starts to understand and value her newfound Jamaican roots:  
"Why bother when there was now this other place? (For Jamaica appeared to Irie as if it were 
newly made. Like Colombus himself. Just by discovering it she had brought it into existence.)" 
(Smith 2000:402).    
 
She starts to distance herself from the Chalfens, especially Joyce, whom she finds too intrusive and 
too involved in Millat’s life. She becomes more aware of their disadvantages and self-satisfaction as 
she refers to Joyce and her therapist, Marjorie, as the middle-class mafia (Smith 2000:433).  
Irie develops into a bright and mature young woman who can question and challenge the Chalfen 
intellect. She refuses to accept any limits or be limited by stereotypes. She forms her own future 
based on her own decisions and choices. Her identity, whether it be postcolonial or postmodern, is 
in process. The same goes for Karim as hybridity takes the ‘colonised’ away from a person’s 
original culture and shapes people who are neither themselves nor the colonised. In other words, 
Karim and Irie are in-between youngsters who do not have an identity one can easily classify or 
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categorise.    
 
White Teeth: Irie Jones as a new kind of hybrid 
Bentley identifies Irie as a new kind of hybrid as she symbolically represents a new kind of 
ethnicity. He notes that her ethnic mixing is at the level of individualism and not national.    
In this connection Bentley uses Stuart Hall as point of departure and argues that Smith echoes him 
in her ethnic thinking and representation in White Teeth. Hall might be concerned with the shift that 
is ongoing in black cultural politics but it is possible to transform and apply his ideas in other 
contexts. Hall moves beyond hybridity as he suggest that the politics of race should move beyond 
the idea of 'black', 'white', ‘Asian' and 'African' as indicator of racial difference (Hall in Bentley 
2008:53). Moreover, he argues that each individual is already a hybrid due to the cultural and 
biological influences that are at play in contemporary Britain. In this way, he takes a similar stance 
to Bhabha who also dismisses a universalist approach towards race and culture stating that any 
identity is already a hybrid and that all forms of culture are continually in a process of hybridity 
(Bhabha in Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 2005:63; Bhabha in Rutherford 1998:211). However, in this 
context, Hall becomes more interesting in that he explicitly says that one has to rethink the idea of a 
series of monoethnic individuals combining to produce a multicultural nation. Ethnicities can no 
longer, he says, be divided in separate groups or categories such as ‘Asians’, ‘Africans’ or ‘English’ 
as the world is no longer that simple. Such a model can in one sense be said to be insufficient and 
outdated as it no longer reflects the complexity and diversity that exist in society. There is now a 
further mixing that moves beyond hybridity and thereby creates new hybrids.  
 
In White Teeth this concept is played out in a significant passage: 
"This has been the century of strangers, brown, yellow and white. This has been the century of the 
great immigrant experiment. It is only this late in the day you can walk into a playground and find 
Isaac Leung, by the fish pond, Danny Rahman in the football cage, Quang O'Rourke bouncing a 
basketball and Irie Jones humming a tune. Children with first and last names on a direct collision 
course." (Smith 2000:326).     
 
In this regard, Smith takes a step further than Kureishi due to the great deal of space ‘further 
mixing’ has been given. Smith’s depiction of Irie and her unborn child points at a further increase in 
diversity and hybridity as her ‘fatherless’ child can never be mapped exactly nor spoken of with any 
certainty. She is caught in a genetic trap because she has had sex with both Magid and Millat within 
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half an hour (Squires 2002:28). However, as a character, Irie herself also represents this new 
complex model. Her name and surname come together and combine two cultures, whereas Karim’s 
name is Indian and not a mixture of his two ethnic roots. Her features are the ones Smith wants the 
nation to accept and not only tolerate. The problem is, the philosopher Julian Baggini writes in 
Welcome to Everytown, people do not really want to mix: “The best we can hope for is what has got 
us this far, with relatively little tension between the communities: mutual tolerance […] Tolerance is 
the best we can do, and what’s more, it works.” (Baggani in Rahbek in Mustad et al. 2012:132). 
 
However, as Baggini further notes, tolerance has, as Smith portrays, been judged to be insufficient 
in the multiculturalism debate (Baggani in Rahbek in Mustad et al. 2012:132). There has been a 
demand for an acceptance of difference, for changes in attitude in a nation that has, so far, dealt 
negatively with the issue of multiculturalism. 
 
Despite the fact that Smith strongly is in favour of this new model, Bentley insists, that Hall’s idea 
does also apply in Kureishi’s novel as Karim suggest that it is: “…the odd mixture of continents and 
blood, of here and there, of belonging and not, that makes me restless and easily bored" (Bentley 
2008:163). Karim touches on an interesting matter as he points out that it is the mixture of 
continents that results in this new ethnic model that, in effect, requires a new way of being British.   
In Thomas’ words: “Kureishi makes it plain that if a multiethnic society is to work, 'it is the white 
British who have to learn that being British isn't what it was.’” (“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:63-64).  
 
Thomas emphasises that the novel shows Englishness as changing and unstable (“Hanif Kureishi” 
2005:64), a point that is difficult to object to as it can easily be transferred to White Teeth as well. 
This also applies to the Asian community in both novels – they are not depicted as static but 
dynamic and, hence, both reject essentialist notions of culture and identity as they are not portrayed 
as natural, fixed, static and homogeneous but portray culture as flexible, in constant flux, subject to 
change and heterogeneous (Rahbek in Mustad et al. 2012:135).  
 
To summarise, both authors are concerned with a changing demography and nationhood, but in 
contrast to Kureishi, Smith is much more concerned with ethnic mixing at the level of the 
individual. With the exception of Jamila and her unborn child The Buddha of Suburbia shows ethnic 
mixing almost only at the level of the national as it is the tension between different ethnic categories 
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that are played out instead of the dynamics at the level of the individual.     
    
Immigrants in both novels - a heterogeneous group   
Haroon and Samad’s roles as fathers is an interesting aspect to look at as their values, family ties 
and upbringings influence their sons’ hybrid personalities and development. Karim, Millat, Magid 
and Irie, growing up in England, have consistently been positioned as ‘other’ within their own 
societies. One might assume that Haroon and Samad have had similar but also more draconian 
experiences as they are first generation immigrants and not British-born. They are both placed in the 
diaspora and are thus forced to live a transnational life but the two of them represent two distinctive 
and different ways of being immigrants, two different ways of making decisions and thinking. This 
demonstrates that immigrants come in many shapes and sizes and that they are not a homogeneous 
group but individuals who make their own decisions and, by virtue of that, form their own lives. 
Despite differences in terms of inner traits both Samad and Haroon face the same experiences and 
consequences of a life in the diaspora as Haroon points out that: “I have lived in the West for most 
of my life, and I will die here, yet I remain to all intents and purposes an Indian man. I will never be 
anything but an Indian.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:263).  
 
There lies a deeper meaning in this statement, an underlying message, which is that some people 
have preconceived notions of identity and cannot accept the above mentioned point of immigrants 
being individuals. Hence, Haroon and Samad are forced into certain stereotypical categories that fit 
others. Haroon has embraced England and has chosen to live there of his own free will, however, he 
feels as if England has not embraced him. In this matter Samad differs from him as he did not leave 
former Bangladesh to study but to work. He did not have the same privileges as Haroon who had a 
wealthy family back in India with servants and status. Their individual choices and backgrounds 
have, among other things, formed their different attitudes towards identity and integration. 
Throughout the entire novel, Samad is more concerned with the issue of belonging versus not 
belonging as he argues: “… Who would want to stay? Cold, wet, miserable; terrible food, dreadful 
newspapers – who would want to stay? In a place where you are never welcomed, only tolerated. 
Just tolerated. Like you are an animal finally housetrained.” (Smith 2000:407).  
 
 
In contrast, Haroon has subverted all immigrant expectations and thrown away his Muslim identity 
and endorsed a new one as ‘the buddha’. The concept of mimicry is thereby applicable to Haroon as 
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he has tried to change his accent and “spent years trying to be more of an Englishman…” (Yousaf 
2002:48). He does not force an Indian upbringing or teaching on Karim and, as earlier discussed, 
this results in Karim accepting an English identity but completely rejecting an Indian one. In 
contrast, Samad is eager to preserve and pass his roots on to his twin sons. He also seems to be the 
one who struggles most with creating a balance between the two cultures he is influenced by. 
Mostly, because he does not want to accept a hybrid identity but insists on having a pure Bengali 
and Muslim identity. In reality, religion is not something that Samad is completely devoted to. 
Rather, Esra Mirze discusses, it is a façade that he adopts to protect the roots that he is so afraid to 
lose (Walters 2008:193). He fears that his roots will vanish and disappear and the more he insists on 
preserving them the more he is defeated by lust and desperation. His transformation is, thus, only a 
performance, a kind of defence mechanism he pushes aside whenever he is defeated. For instance, 
when he commits adultery with the music teacher Poppy Burt-Jones he knows that any form of 
discipline and self-restraint that Islam, but also general morality, promotes is ignored. Despite his 
internal struggles and defeats he is still determined to raise Magid and Millat according to Islamic 
norms with an insistence on purity. His philosophy is in stark contrast to Haroon who reaches the 
conclusion that he must find an entirely new way of being alive (Yousaf 2002:49). Samad tries to 
resist this. An important conclusion that this section reaches is, thus, that even though Haroon 
articulates the same dilemma as Samad regarding being an immigrant he does not have to cope with 
a lost pre-colonial identity and the task of constructing a new one on the basis of that impossibility. 
This results in a more laissez-faire kind of father, who accepts that he cannot control or shape his 
son after his own wishes. No particular norms or values are therefore pushed on Karim, whereas 
Samad hopes that religion can act as an antidote to the disorientation brought about by the plurality 
of Millat and Magid’s attachments as hybrids (Mirze in Walters 2008:193). Despite being aware of 
his own religious hypocrisy, he insists on an Islamic upbringing because his biggest fear is that 
Millat and Magid will end up like him. In a conversation with Archie he concedes: “… how can I 
teach my boys anything, how can I show them the straight road when I have lost my own 
bearings?” (Smith 2000:189).     
Samad’s life did not turn out the way he wanted it to and he is completely aware of not being the 
perfect role model for his sons. This recognition does not only fill him with anger but also make 
him restless, desperate and pushing. He cannot control his own life, and is therefore obsessed with 
the idea of controlling his sons, and he deeply believes that a re-placement of Magid in a Bengali 
environment will distance him from Western ideas and make him connect with his roots and Islam. 
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However, this comes back to bite him because Magid returns to England as an intellectual man, 
who embraces England and its law, and not Allah. He has completely and ironically lost the Bengali 
identity Samad wanted him to have and returns as a young man more English than the English 
(Smith 2000:406) due to his liberal thoughts and scientific rationalism. This is because the 
education he has received back in Bangladesh has been appropriated, through the processes of 
colonisation, by educational and ideological frameworks established by the English. In effect, 
Magid becomes a late product of the British colonisation of the Asian sub-continent (Bentley 
2008:57). He is not at home in Bangladesh as his ties with his ethnic roots are much weaker than 
Samad’s due to his hybrid identity. However, Magid’s rejection of a Bengali identity starts earlier, 
in his pre-teen years, as he dreams about having another family. One with cats, pianos and biking 
holidays to France. One that can offer more in terms of class and race as he is dissatisfied with the 
limits his family accepts (Mirze in Walters 2008:194). Magid finds that Samad has too easily 
accepted his limitations as an immigrant and used religion as a defence mechanism. He thereby 
chooses not to follow him as a model and instead, to Samad’s disapproval, adopts an anti-religious 
approach to life:  
“Too often we Indians, we Bengalis, we Pakistanis, throw up our hands and cry “Fate” in the face 
of history. But many of us are uneducated, many of us do not understand the world. We must be 
more like the English” (Smith 2000:288).          
 
This dilemma between father and son shows that one cannot force one’s own beliefs on others, but 
must accept that identity is a far too complex concept to control. The novel suggests that this applies 
both for Samad, and for the nation as a whole. Samad cannot fill Magid with his favorite colours 
and erase those he disfavours, particularly because Magid will not let him and because it is simply 
impossible, due to the complexity of humankind.  
 
Samad’s own internal crisis does not only influence Magid, but damages his relationship with 
Alsana and his ‘good for nothing’ son Millat, who is first inspired by American gangster movies and 
later by the Islamic fundamentalist group KEVIN. Nick Bentley explains that both cultures are 
actually foreign phenomena to Millat’s North London location. They are not a product of British 
culture, however, but due to the increasing influence of American culture, his environment is, thus, 
exposed to and a subject to American neo-colonialism. KEVIN represents a resistance to the 
increasing influence of American culture as the group opposes American values and their 
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foreignism (Bentley 2008:57). Millat’s membership of KEVIN does not please Samad as he does 
not identify with fundamentalist ideology nor wishes Millat to. In this way, Samad’s desire to 
control his sons’ lives backfires because he mainly uses religion as a defence mechanism to 
preserve the roots he is so afraid that his sons will lose.       
 
Likewise, Anwar’s desire to control Jamila’s life backfires. Kureishi presents the Anwar family as a 
foil for the Amirs and in doing so shows that not all families are the same (Yousaf 2002:42). He 
makes sure to challenge some of the cultural practices in Indian culture as well. Anwar is the main 
target for this criticism as he is described as an obdurate type, like Samad. At one point in the novel, 
he starts to concentrate more on his Muslim identity and returns to what Haroon calls ‘an imagined 
India’. Like Samad, he insists on preserving a pure identity –which manifests itself in him trying to 
maintain a patriarchal power over Jeeta and Jamila by setting up an arranged marriage for his 
daughter. Against her will, Jamila agrees to marry Changez, but this does not mean that she is a 
facile caricature without her own character and will. Nahem Yousaf argues that such an 
interpretation of the situation would be to miss the essential point as Jamila operates strategically. 
She is not a victim but a deeply politicised woman who does not fit into the stereotypical image that 
would have her at her parents’ beck and call, dressed in salwar kameez, head bowed and 
acquiescent (Yousaf 2002:43). She has been given a voice and through Karim’s representation and 
dialogues in the novel, we know that the marriage operates on her terms and functions as a 
‘rebellion against rebellion’. The marriage is never consummated and when Changez turns out to be 
more stressful than helpful in the shop Anwar’s stubbornness backfires on him. Changez does not at 
all fit into Anwar’s stereotypical image of an Asian son-in-law and he is left disappointed and bitter. 
In this way, ambition is presented as a dangerous quality as it ends up destroying his relationship 
with Jamila and Jeeta. Similarly, we see how ambition causes the psychological downfall of Samad 
as well, as he is left frustrated with two boys who have lost so much of themselves while being 
separated that they cannot be fixed when united.  
 
Despite this point, it is remarkable that the image of Asian men is not presented as an ethnic 
absolute as Haroon, Anwar, Changez and Samad are portrayed differently in terms of their inner 
traits. If we draw a parallel between Anwar and Samad we see that they both have fixed identities 
that originate in their ‘motherland’ and notions of a pure identity. This is the fundamental problem 
for both characters as there is no original identity to hold on to. In this sense Kureishi and Smith 
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adopt the same stance as Paul Gilroy as they deplore and satirise the notion of a simple pure 
identity. Gilroy argues that ethnic absolutes do not exist and only function as an oversimplification 
of British experiences of raced identity (Gilroy in Yousaf 2002:55). When Samad accuses his wife 
Alsana of not acting like a proper Bengali she replies: “And what is that please?” and “Do you 
think anybody is English? Really English? It’s a fairy tale.” (Smith 2000:236).  
 
Alsana mocks his ethnic racial categorisations as without basis, rendering them fundamentally 
essentialist (Tew “Zadie Smith” 2010:56). She repeatedly dismisses his obsession and copes with 
her hybrid identity much better than he does. Despite Samad’s patriarchal attitude we know that 
Alsana is not a suppressed woman but an opinioned, strong one who challenges him 
psychologically and physically. Likewise, Jamila is a strong young woman who is in fact described 
as an oppressor in her own right. In the love scenes between Karim and her she is a demanding boss 
who scares Karim away as she, and not he, is the dominant partner: “I was beginning to see how 
scared I was of her, of her sexuality… of the power of her feelings and the strength of her opinions.” 
(Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:195).  
 
Stereotypical gender roles are turned on their heads as aspects of Alsana and Jamila’s personalities 
are dominated by a form of feminism. Particularly Jamila seems to possess a willpower that none of 
the other characters, male or female, have. Her decision to get pregnant while being in a lesbian 
relationship demonstrates that Jamila is not a pleaser but a woman who likes to explore her 
sexuality and her own boundaries. The fact that she is still married to Changez during this entire 
process demonstrates that she also challenges existing norms in society as some might find her 
decision morally wrong. In contrast to Jamila, it becomes obvious that Alsana is more obedient as 
she stays in a marriage that she is unhappy with and does absolutely nothing about it. The 
generational shift between the two women provides a contrast and a background that sheds lights on 
how Jamila is able to take such a groundbreaking step.                  
 
At one point, both novels embrace ideas of pluralism and the coming together of different cultures, 
ethnicities and races, but through Samad and Anwar they also show the problems for individuals 
caught up within a postcolonial world (Bentley 2008:52). Their inability and unwillingness to adapt 
make them suffer more than any of the other characters who, regardless of direction, seem to 
progress, in one way or the other. Smith also indicates that migrants, like all subjects, can neither 
26 
 
escape their history nor yet perhaps resolve the allure of belonging. Like all our lives, their 
existence is meant to be read as part of a condition of change. This is supported by Bhabha who 
explains that hybridity is precisely about the fact that when a new situation, a new alliance 
formulates itself, it may demand that you should translate your principles, rethink them and extend 
them (Bhabha in Rutherford 1998:216). Whatever one’s overall reading of Smith’s oeuvre, perhaps 
all one can conclude with certainty is that certain broader contexts – aesthetic, social, ideological, 
theoretical and literary-historical – remain interrelated. The novel’s ambitions, Tew says, are to 
transcend the postcolonial condition without either abandoning or being trapped by its potentially 
reductive and essentialist dynamics (Tew “Zadie Smith” 2010:71-72).    
 
The debate about Britishness and roots is not only ongoing in the novels but also in the social and 
political sphere as the Labour politician, the then Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook’s speech Chicken 
Tikka Masala on multiculturalism back in 2001 became widely accepted and crucial in the debate. 
In it, he invites the people to re-image what it means to be British and argues that:  
“The British are not a race, but a gathering of countless different races and communities, the vast 
majority of which were not indigenous to these islands […] Coming to terms with multiculturalism 
as a positive force for our economy and society will have significant implications for our 
understanding of Britishness […] It is natural for every nation to be proud of its identity. We should 
be proud to be British. But we should be proud of the real Britain of the modern age. Proud that the 
strength of the British character reflects the influences of the many different communities who have 
made their home here over the centuries” (Cook in Rahbek in Mustad et al. 2010:138).  
 
Interestingly, Cook highlights that there is such a thing as an Indian culture in Britain and that it 
constantly develops and mixes with British Westernised values and culture. The title of the speech 
indicates that the traditional Indian dish Chicken Tikka Masala is so associated with Britain that it 
has become an inseparable part of its own cuisine and in effect, a national dish. It is a perfect 
illustration, he explains, of the way Britain absorbs and adapts external influences (Cook 2001).  
 
Cook’s approach to multiculturalism and ethnic mixing sums up most of the points made in this 
section about immigrants and hybrids. His words are thus the final ones in this section as the next 
chapter looks at how the authors’ technical and strategic choices frame and influence the way in 
which the concept of hybridity is portrayed and discussed.   
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Chapter 3 
 
Interrelation between hybridity and narrative style, technique and strategy  
 
Introduction to chapter  
The key concerns of both novels are conditioned by the narrative mechanisms by which they 
operate and it is crucial to explore these strategies closer in order to comprehend how mimicry and 
hybridity are portrayed and discussed differently in the two literary works. My point of departure in 
this chapter relies highly on the notion that narratives are intentionally crafted devices which fulfill 
their story-telling function by manifesting the intentions of their makers (Currie 2010:1-2). The idea 
is thus to study both authors’ technical choices and strategies but with a clear focus on Smith’s 
complex narrative voice which, I argue, serves a higher socio critical purpose.   
 
Stylistically, the two authors operate differently and an eye-catching area concerns time: The 
Buddha of Suburbia follows a linear timeline as the narrator Karim is restricted to the contemporary 
story, whereas Smith’s narrator jumps back and forth, ranges into the past and plays with time and 
characters. It has multiple time frames and a mixture of linear and non-linear narration (Squires 
2002:55). In contrast to Kureishi her characters are revealed in a variety of ways not only through 
dialogue. However, both novels can be understood via concepts such as hybridity and through their 
use of irony and social satire. These elements have been dealt with pertinaciously. However, Ulricke 
Tancke points out that the narrative method and perspective employed in White Teeth have received 
little attention to date (Tancke in Tew 2013:28). I take a similar stance. In both novels hybridity and 
mimicry are pivotal elements that have been variously noted within both a postcolonial context and 
one of contemporary British fiction, however, the impact narrative technique has on those key 
concerns received little attention. This sums up the central interest in this study. The next section 
attempts to deconstruct the type of narrator that appears in both novels.  
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White Teeth: A return to the omniscient narrator 
Both novels operate with what Plato calls ‘diegesis’, in modern terms, a teller. There is a narrating 
voice that functions as the transmitting source (Chatman 1978:146). In assessing White Teeth we see 
that Smith, as Philip Tew correctly comments, combines omniscient narration with an extensive use 
of free indirect discourse (Tancke in Tew 2013:29). She allows her characters’ voices and thoughts 
momentarily to take over the narrative voice as she switches between the direct mode of citation 
and then moves directly into the free indirect mode. This strategy is characteristic of the novel as a 
whole and is demonstrated in the following: “‘It will’, said Irie, bewitched by her own reflection. 
‘It’s got to.’ He – Millat – need only see it once, after all, just once. To ensure she reached him in 
pristine state, she walked all the way to the Iqbal house with her hands on her hair, terrified that the 
wind would displace it.” (Smith 2000:282).    
 
Smith’s style of narration is grouped within a set of recent literary works which, according to Paul 
Dawson, signal a return to the allegedly outmoded principle of authorial omniscience (Tancke in 
Tew 2013:29). A principle he defines as an omniscient, heterodiegetic narrator who can address the 
reader directly and offer intrusive commentary on the events being narrated. This type of narration 
has reemerged as an important feature of contemporary British fiction in the twenty-first century 
and is a dominating feature of White Teeth. This is an interesting point, as it explains the greatest 
technical difference between the two novels. Dawson further indicates that Smith deliberately uses 
an omniscient narrator to highlight the value of the narrative to a broader public sphere, an 
observation that will be treated continuously through this entire chapter as Dawson rightly explains 
that:  
“…by virtue of being an authorial proxy, functions as an extradiegetic character, setting up a 
communicative rapport with the reader in order to rhetorically highlight the value of the narrative 
to a broader public sphere” (Dawson in Tancke in Tew 2013:29).  
 
 
Dawson clearly draws on Genette when he refers to the two closely related terms heterodiegetic and 
extradiegetic. Simply put, both concepts are used to describe the role the omniscient narrator has 
outside of the story. In the case of White Teeth, we deal with a type of omniscient narrator, who is 
not a character in the story and, thus, an extradiegetic and heterodiegetic narrator, who is superior to 
the story being narrated (Genette in Abbott 2008:76). This can perhaps be illustrated and explained 
through the opposite type of narration that is present in The Buddha of Suburbia. Karim is an 
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intradiegetic narrator who is inside the story, and because he takes part in it himself as a character 
he is also a homodiegetic narrator (Genette in Abbott 2008:76). As earlier stated, the narrator’s 
varying degrees of involvement influence the way in which hybridity is portrayed as Karim’s 
reflections and thoughts clearly belong to a teenager who lacks a higher degree of reflection. Hence, 
he appears to be a careless person without depth or morals, especially regarding the key concerns 
discussed in the novel. For instance, the racially motivated violence Karim is exposed to is not 
something to which he pays too much attention and because there is no omniscient narrator to 
verbalise what Karim might not want to or simply cannot articulate due to, for instance, youth 
Kureishi’s strategy does not evoke as much criticism towards multiculturalism and the nations 
multiracial reality as White Teeth does. The following section intends to demonstrate how the entire 
set-up in Smith’s novel is much more controlled and, in effect, much more complex and critical in 
its relationship to multiculturalism and hybridity.     
 
 
 
The interrelation between voice and agenda 
 Smith’s narrator has unlimited access to all of the characters’ minds and communicates their 
contents from their own point of view. This is partly manifested in the contents as each chapter is 
devoted, but not restricted, to the different characters, for instance, ‘Irie 1990, 1907’ and ‘Samad 
1984, 1857’. Thus, the omniscient narrator might not take part of the story itself. However, its voice 
is highly intrusive as it provides comments and access to its own point of view throughout the entire 
novel. Voice should not be confused with point of view which is always inside the story whereas 
voice is outside (Chatman 1978:153). At times, this intrusiveness is visible and apparent, but at 
other times it is more complex. For instance, when the Chalfens are first introduced in the section 
titled ‘Canines: The Ripping Teeth’ the narrator moves from a blend of dialogue and omniscient 
narration to a more explicitly didactic commentary. Despite the fact that commentary is a form of 
intrusive omniscient narration, I would argue that the applied step by step strategy in the above 
mentioned scene can be divided and studied separately as the commentary in the end of the section 
functions as a comment to a broader sphere, one that is part of the omniscient narrator, but one that 
also has its own specific function (Squires 2002:61).   
    
In the above mentioned scene the narrator first provides entrée into Joyce’s mind before switching 
to dialogue. From there, the narrator moves on to Irie’s consciousness and uses her point of view to 
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reveal that she wants their Chalfishness, Englishness and purity as no one in her household 
stimulates her the way they do. These thoughts are clearly Irie’s, so when the narrator immediately 
brings in its own point of view and reveals that the Chalfens are third generation immigrants 
themselves and that they “might be as needy of her as she was of them” (Smith 2000:328) the 
narrative shift is not so apparent as it merges with Irie’s thoughts (Squires 2002:61). Interestingly, 
the narrative play seems to create a kind of indirect focusing that highlights the impossibility of 
ethnic purity and the inescapability of history, past and roots. The point is strategically applied to 
provide a comment to a broader sphere as this piece of information becomes significant in a larger 
discussion about multiculturalism and hybridity. The self-proclaimed perfect middle-class family 
are culturally hybrids themselves which, once again, reflect Bhabha’s thinking and statement about 
a society always being hybrid due to the constant changes that occur.         
 
Another interesting example is when Marcus Chalfen says that he has to ‘play a bit of piano’ with 
one of his sons. Irie tries to imagine Mr Iqbal playing piano and Mr Jones turning anything into 
bite-size chunks and says that: “So there existed fathers who dealt in the present, who didn’t drag 
ancient history around like a chain and ball. So there were men who were not neck-high and sinking 
in the quagmire of the past.” (Smith 2000:326).   
 
These concerns are recognisably Irie’s but the narrative imposition makes the dividing line blurred 
and indistinct. Claire Squires argues that Irie’s images are replaced by a figuring of her thoughts 
that is more metaphorical, more of a narrative imposition than a direct transcription of her 
interiority. She further points out that the images of ‘chain and ball’, which is an inversion of ball 
and chain, and ‘quagmire’ are a more writerly product than a product of Irie’s imagination (Squires 
2002:61). Squires does not give a further explanation, but if we follow the logic of her reading, one 
could argue that Irie, due to youth, lacks such a high and abstract level of reflection that is 
transmitted. The similes create a form of maturity that Irie cognitively most likely does not possess. 
This applied strategy increases the level of narrative complexity as it is not always crystal clear 
whom the voice belongs to. This ambiguity may arise due to the narrator’s perspective that 
coincides with Irie’s, who is then the focaliser, the point from which the elements are viewed. In 
effect, Irie might be the viewer but the narrator knows more than she does.  
Genette’s concept of focalization, the lens through which we see the characters and events, is in this 
regard relevant to involve, as it can dispel the confusion between who sees and who speaks (Genette 
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in Niederhoff in Hühn, John, and Schmid 2009:117). In the case of The Buddha of Suburbia the 
distinction between those two concepts are easier to make as Kureishi operates with what Genette 
calls internal focalization; events are seen through Karim’s eyes only (Genette in Niederhoff in 
Hühn, John, and Schmid 2009:115).       
White Teeth operates with zero focalisation which corresponds to the omniscient narrator. The 
interplay between the speaker and the viewer, hence, provides crucial points and aspects in the 
characterisation of the characters which the following section is intended to demonstrate.    
 
In the following scene, Millat comes home and discovers that all of his secular stuff such as movies 
and posters are placed on a funeral pyre and it is revealed that the fumes of plastic and paper were 
“stinging the boy’s eyes that were already filled with tears” (Smith 2000:237). However, the person 
who perceives this scene is Millat as he comes home and sees a bonfire raging in the back garden. 
Alsana pursues such an action due to Millat’s interference in the Rushdie affair. Western and 
Islamic values are discussed through this intertextual reference to the furore that Rushdie’s Satanic 
Verses created among British Muslims in 1989 as Millat and his crew take a trip to Bradford to 
participate in the burning of the book. Millat is completely ignorant of the book’s content but is 
convinced that it is blasphemous due to the allegedly derogatory references to the Qur’an and the 
Prophet. The Rushdie affair will be discussed more thoroughly in the chapter titled ‘The burden of 
representation’.    
 
Alsana wants to teach him a lesson and make him understand that actions do have consequences. 
This scene demonstrates that, despite being a Muslim family, the Iqbals do not want Millat to turn 
into a destructive fundamentalist with radical opinions. Furthermore, the scene indicates that Millat 
is quite upset over the loss of his own very Western stuff (Smith 2000:234).   
This interplay between voice and focalization nuances the entire situation as Millat’s perspective is 
not autonomous, hence, it relies deeply on the narrator’s criteria of selection, which, then, has a 
great significance for a matter such as Millat’s characterisation (Currie 2010:146). Thus, there must 
be an underlying reason for this interplay. One possible reason could be the narrator’s desire to 
show the split Millat experiences inside himself. Due to his hybrid identity that collides between 
two cultures, he identifies with different groups within society and struggles to find his own voice 
and place. He does not participate in the burning event because he is fully devoted to the cause but 
because he is split between his Western and Islamic identity. Hybrid identity, Bhabha explains, is a 
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form of ‘third space’ which enables other positions to emerge. It gives rise to something different, 
something new and unrecognisable, a new area of negotiation of meaning and representation 
(Bhabha in Rutherford 1998:211). His theoretical framework suggests that it is Millat’s hybridity 
that results in his experimental attitude towards identity as third space is not an identity as such but 
different processes of identification. Bhabha further argues that identification is a process of 
identifying with and through another object, an object of otherness, at which point the agency of 
identification – the subject – is itself always ambivalent, because of the intervention of that 
otherness (Bhabha in Rutherford 1998:211).    
          
Millat’s experimental attitude is, in particular, manifested in the scene where he is buying tickets to 
Bradford where the burning event is going to take place. When addressing the ticket-man Millat 
says: “I just say, yeah? One for Bradford, yeah? You got some problem, yeah? Speaka da English? 
This is King’s Cross, yeah? One for Bradford, innit?” (Smith 2000:230).  
He mixes his own accent with a Jamaican one to show that he identifies with and belongs to 
Raggastani, which the narrator explains as being a new breed, a crew that is a hybrid thing:  
“Allah featured, but more as a collective big brother than a supreme being, a hard-as-fuck geezer 
who would fight in their corner if necessary; Kung Fu and the works of Bruce Lee were also central 
to the philosophy…” (Smith 2000:231).  
Moreover, in connection with the entire Rushdie event Dominic Head comments that Millat’s 
‘crews’’ walk is described as a lilting walk, a kind of funky limp that makes them appear to be 
slouching. Yet, says Head, this satirical portrayal of Millat and his crew serves a higher purpose. It 
presents the cultural clash in a balanced way. For Smith also insists that fundamentalism can be a 
by-product of prejudice and discrimination and in that manner Smith, he suggest, justifies some of 
the fundamentalist rebellion that takes place in the novel (Head in Lane, Mengham, and Tew 
2003:113). The narrator, namely, informs the reader that Millat reacts to prejudices that classify him 
in a certain way and reject him as being fully accepted into the national sphere. Thus, he is 
convinced that he has no face or voice except when it is in negative contexts and convinces himself 
that it is better to stop trying to fit in (Mirze in Walters 2008:197).  
In this way, Millat may be ignorant of Rushdie’s novel but he recognises that the demonstrating 
Muslim community suddenly is given a voice on every channel in connection with the affair. And 
this voice directed at Rushdie is angry, a feeling that Millat recognises, as he: “thought it 
recognized him, and grabbed it with both hands.” (Smith 2000:234).  
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Together with the nuances provided by the narrator, Millat’s internalised knowledge of ethnic 
suppression, generates a bloc of justified rebelliousness as the presentation of him is highly 
emphatic despite the ironic and comic tone. For instance, it is Millat’s anger that pushes him to 
embrace KEVIN which he only joins due to his love of clans. He is not fully committed or devoted 
to the cause as the other members notice and they comment that he is only half-hearted and “half 
the man” whereas they need the whole man. Interestingly, however, Millat does also stay as 
member in the clan because he finally feels that he belongs to a group that understands him (Mirze 
in Walters 2008:197). However, Esra Mirze argues that he, like his father, tries to use religion as a 
coping mechanism (Mirze in Walters 2008:196). His approach is not spiritually oriented as he does 
not use religion to cope with his inner anger, instead, he lets his anger lead him to a new direction 
that is destructive. KEVIN uses their religious identity, or more precisely, their gang mentality to 
aspire to gain a legitimate voice in the society they think demonises them. Instead of accepting 
Islam as a marker of their difference that alienates them from the center, they treat it as a weapon to 
fight back (Mirze in Walters 2008:197). However, for Millat this extremism is just a facade, a mask 
he hides behind, because once again, the omniscient narrator interferes and informs us that Millat: 
“was neither one thing nor the other, this or that, Muslim or Christian, Englishman or Bengali; he 
lived for the in between, he lived up to his middle name, Zulfikar, the clashing of two swords.” 
(Smith 2000:351).  
 
The attempted sympathy implied in this situation is not given every time Millat is in the picture but 
it does, as Currie notes, give us a sense of how things are for him (Currie 2010:144). It leaves one 
with a feeling of having understood his ‘type’ and struggles from within and in effect, one draws the 
same conclusion that is much the same as the one the narrator draws in the above quotation (Cohn 
in Currie 2010:144-145).         
           
Currie’s point is supported by Squires who also reaches the conclusion that the effect of the 
changing position of the narrator is to create a fluctuating tone, particularly in the creation of 
character: sometimes an emphatic interiorisation, sometimes a comic exteriorisation, and sometimes 
a contextualising voice of authority (Squires 2002:62). In this way, the narrator exercises control 
over whom one should sympathise with or not. Both Dawson and literary critic James Wood judge 
that Smith’s narratorial stance comes at the cost of the characters and their individual voices. Their 
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independent perspective takes a second place as the narrator, according to Wood, speaks over the 
characters, reduces them and obliterates them (Wood). He labels the novel as ‘hysterical realism’ 
which he explains as a style of writing where the conventions of realism are not abolished but 
overworked. The main mechanism is unstoppable storytelling which sprouts substories on every 
page, without leaving much room for moments of reflection (Wood in Jakubiak in Walters 
2008:206). Wood rightly claims that this strategy is the dominating mechanism and to some extent, 
his above mentioned observations are correct, however, according to Tancke and Tew, such a 
categorisation of the novel does not fully do justice to the text as the question of whether the text 
allocates primacy to the narrator at the expense of the characters is highly reductive and misses the 
novel’s central point, which is its critique of the multicultural discourse and the existing attitude 
towards hybridity (Tancke in Tew 2013:29). In this way, they turn Wood’s argument on its head as 
they spot that Smith has a different agenda and that she operates with a well thought-out strategy 
despite the fact that she excercises control over her characters to the fullest. I adopt a similar stance 
as this point functions as a larger argument in this thesis: it indicates that Smith operates more 
strategically than Kureishi in this field - because knowing all as omniscient narrator does not mean 
telling all as narrators often conceal information (Chatman 1978:212). 
  
In order to understand how Smith strategically conveys her ideological message we have to study 
and assess elements such as the performative function of irony, voice and implied author and study 
how they separately contribute to the plot and come together to form an entity that shapes the 
novel’s complex message.          
 
 
The performative function of irony 
One of Smith’s most striking and prominent strategies is her use of surface comedy to highlight a 
profound and critical comment on the multicultural nation. The ironic and comical tone in the novel 
complicates the narrative mechanism further as it constantly and consciously mixes ironic 
commentary with serious observations. Thus, there are different layers within the novel and Ulrike 
Tancke wants to draw attention to the second layer as she argues:   
 
"Ehile the comedic stance may be the most immediately recognizable and most readily appealing, it 
is the second narrative layer which conveys the novel's more significant and potentially far more 
disturbing points. The fact that this kind of commentary is offered via a third-person narrator's 
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authoritative intervention does not diminish the characters' credibility, but rather gives a voice to 
their experience that may otherwise not be heard, cultural externalities that frame their lives." 
(Tancke in Tew 2013:33). 
 
 
I take this observation as the starting point for my own argument, as it is essentially Smith’s 
omniscient style of narration and indirect focusing that is the prime difference between Kureishi and 
her. The important aspect here, in this context, is to see how Smith’s strategy and use of humour is 
intended to provide a background to reflection (Tancke in Tew 2013:30). Her use of irony is 
strategic as it establishes a strategy that forces one to take a critical look at the second layer because 
under its surface comedy, the novel shows that the multicultural garden is far from rosy. For 
instance, when Joyce tells Irie that her son Oscar finds “brown strangers really stimulating” Oscar 
replies “No, I don’t.” (Smith 2000:326).  
This passage becomes ironic and laughable due to Joyce’s insistence and Oscar’s resistance. 
However, the irony also lies in Joyce’s expression which the narrator clearly dissociates itself from. 
The idea of ‘brown’ as an ethnic label is mocked as the commentary on the scene moves from an 
ironic to a much more serious mode. A cleverly incorporated step by step strategy that differs from 
the one applied in The Buddha of Suburbia:  
“…you can find best friends Sita and Sharon, constantly mistaken for each other because Sita is 
white (her mother liked the name) and Sharon is Pakistani (her mother thought it best – less 
trouble). Yet, despite all the mixing up, despite the fact that we have finally slipped into each other’s 
lives with reasonable comfort (like a man returning to his lover’s bed after a midnight walk), 
despite all this, it is still hard to admit that there is no one more English than the Indian, no one 
more Indian than the English.” And further down: “But it makes an immigrant laugh to hear the 
fears of the nationalist, scared of infection, penetration, miscegenation, when this is small fry, 
peanuts, compared to what the immigrant fears – dissolution, disappearance.” (Smith 2000:327).   
 
This passage is written in a light-hearted, ironic and subtly mocking tone but at the same time ends 
with an underlying layer of serious commentary. The personal pronouns ‘you’ and ‘we’ mark the 
most intrusive level as the narrator self-consciously steps into action, comments upon the 
multicultural reality, and most importantly draws in the reader (Squires 2002:61). The function of it 
may be to bring out or underline the importance of the events. The narrator, here again, excercises 
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some kind of control over what one should pay attention to and what we should not forget. In this 
connection, it is clear to see that the idea of multiculturalism is celebrated whereas nationalist ideas 
of purity are rejected.   
 
Tew argues that the comedy in the novel remains largely an authorial and readerly experience, a 
position of knowingness and of judgement as the characters laugh very little. They do not share 
humour among themselves. Instead, they suffer, seeing a world verging on the tragic (Tew, “Zadie 
Smith” 2010:48). It is quite difficult not to agree with Tew on this point, as irony directed at, for 
instance, Irie and Samad serve an entirely different function and purpose than the one directed at the 
Chalfens.  
 
A good illustrative example is Samad’s involvement with the parent-teacher Association at Magid 
and Millat’s school where he insists on more religious diversity and suggests that Muslim holidays 
such as Eid-ul-Fitr should also be celebrated:  
 
“The Harvest Festival is part of the school’s ongoing commitment to religious diversity, Mr Iqbal.’ 
“I see. And are there many pagans, Mrs Owens, at Manor school?”  
“Pagan – I’m afraid I don’t under-“ 
“It is very simple. The Christian calendar has thirty-seven religious events. Thirty-seven. The 
Muslim calendar has nine. Only nine… My motion is very simple. If we removed all the pagan 
festivals from the Christian calander, there would be an average” – Samad paused to look at his 
clipboard – “of twenty days freed up in which the children could celebrate Lailat- ul- Qadr in 
December, Eid-ul-Fitr in January and Eid-ul-Adha in April, for example. And the first festival that 
must go, in my opinion, is this Harvest Festival business.”  
“I’m afraid,” said Mrs Owens doing her pleasant-but-firm smile and playing her punchline to the 
crowd, “removing Christian festivals from the face of the earth is a little beyond my jurisdication. 
[…]” 
“But that is my whole point. The Harvest is not a Christian festival. Where in the bible does it 
say…” (Smith 2000:131-132).    
  
Samad may be mocked for his pedantic scrutiny and insistence, but according to Bentley, Mrs 
Owen’s patronising tone is mocked as well as the above section satirises the over-enthusiastic 
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attempts by officials to avoid any accusation of unfairness. Samad does not accept their vision of 
religious diversity and the school’s representation of the brightly varied environment of Willesden 
Green. Though the narrative voice does not really take sides in the encounter, but leaves the matter 
open to evaluation (Bentley 2008:57), it can be argued, that the school’s incorporation of traditions 
seems to be a manner of protocol more than a genuine interest in cross-cultural understanding due 
to the mechanic answers given by Mrs Owens.  
This section demonstrates Smith’s ability to satirise all ethnic groups in society without hesitation 
or limitation. None of the characters are spared from caricature or protected by a form of censorship 
as that does not exist in the world of White Teeth. Smith deliberately recreates and reshapes the 
omniscient narrator and strategically plays around with its function to free the narrator from any 
limits and political expectations.   
 
It is curious, however, that there is a form of difference in the way the satire is applied and divided 
between the characters. The above mentioned example with Samad, for instance, provides nuances 
that become a crucial part in the characterisation of him in a larger context. He is not mocked or 
made fun of in the same way as the Chalfens, because the nuances that are provided in connection 
with Samad are lacking with the Chalfens. Thus, in this context, irony does not only serve a 
patronising purpose, but shows that Samad, once again, suffers and struggles due to his obsession 
with roots. An aspect that will be elaborated in the section titled ‘The interrelation between the 
Chalfens and the critique of multiculturalism’.    
 
To some degree, the figures in Kureishi’s novel do also seem to laugh very little themselves, despite 
the comic tone that dominates the story. This is in particular the case in the first part of the novel 
that is set in the suburbs. At one point, Karim’s mother, Margaret, bangs the table with the flat of 
her hands during dinner and says:” ‘My life is terrible, terrible!’ she cried. ‘Doesn’t anyone 
understand?’ Karim then informs us that: “We looked at her in surprise for a moment, before 
carrying on with our food.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:19).  
 
Margaret clearly suffers due to boredom and the lack of communication in the household. She is 
miserable but does not really speak up and can therefore be characterised as a quiet human being. 
Moreover, Karim informs us that there are firm ideas about the division of labour between men and 
woman in his family and that Margaret, for that reason, works fulltime in a shoe shop but also takes 
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care of everything in the house. In contrast to the characters in White Teeth, circumstances changes 
for some of the characters in Kureishi’s novel as Margaret becomes a happier person after the 
divorce from Haroon. Likewise, does he, or more exactly, he seems to be happier in the beginning 
of his relationship with Eva but later on starts to realise and regret some of his mistakes in regard to 
Margaret. For them, their existence changes and, thus, they break the status quo, whereas nothing 
really changes for Samad and Alsana. They are stuck in a life they are dissatisfied with and seem to 
be unable and unwilling to break free.               
 
The interrelation between the Chalfens and the critique of multiculturalism 
In assessing White Teeth, Tancke questions if Smith’s tactic, more precisely her use of comedy and 
irony, could be seen as a deliberate way of misleading the reader, of drawing attention away from 
the seriousness of the issues at stake (Tancke in Tew 2013:31). This converges with the fact that 
some narratives, given their rhetorical resources, seem to manipulate readers and in general exercise 
a good deal of power over their lives (Abbott 2008:86). Both Abbott and Tancke touch on a matter 
that is a core element in this study. Kureishi seems to be more politically correct than Smith who 
avoids the didactism of political correctness neatly with her indirect focusing and narrative remarks. 
For, as Tew says, her narrator undermines the characters by reducing them to cultural shibboleths 
such as liberalism, political correctness and multiculturalism (Tew “Zadie Smith” 2010:50). Smith’s 
boldness and courageousness is illustrated in the following: “When an Englishman wants to be 
generous, the first thing you ask is why, because there is always a reason” (Smith 2000:357) and 
“...he loves her; just as the English loved India and Africa and Ireland; it is the love that is the 
problem, people treat their lovers badly…” (Smith 2000:361).  
 
These commentaries may be taken out of their original context but their mix of satire and taunting 
critique reveals the form of writerly freedom that the novel is dominated by. A satirical commentary 
that is lacking in The Buddha of Suburbia and in effect takes a step further in the debate about roots, 
ethnicity and multiculturalism.  
However, it is still quite interesting that Smith is less politically correct than Kureishi as he, in 
contrast to her, is much more concerned with the issue of racism which takes up an inordinately 
great deal of space in this novel. He shows the harsh realities of racism as there are several accounts 
of racially motivated attacks and harassments. For instance, when Karim and Jamila pass a boy who 
says: ”Eat shit, Pakis” we sense that such a verbal harassment is a part of Karim’s daily life as he 
does not really react as opposed to Jamila who attacks the boy (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 
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1990:53). Such experiences are high on Kureishi’s agenda as all of his ethnic characters are targeted 
and exposed to racial crime and violence. Karim considers himself lucky to get home from school 
every day without serious injuries (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:63) and Anwar’s wife, 
Jeeta, regularly cleans graffiti from the windows of the shop. Haroon is frequently harassed in the 
streets and Changez is attacked by a group of National Front supporters who attempt to carve ‘NF’ 
on his chest with razor blades. In this sense, the discussion of race is conveyed without a second 
layer as one does not have to interpret the ongoing racial tension. The point is not that Kureishi is 
more direct or fearless but that we are more distant to such overt physical attacks in Smith’s novel 
as they almost only appear to be a problem for Mo, the halal butcher, who “had been a victim of 
serious physical attacks and robbery, without fail, three times a year.” (Smith 2000:472).     
         
This indicates that there is a clear difference in the authors’ priorities which has led to different 
results as Smith opts out of racial violence. It does not take up as much space as her narrator’s 
ironic commentaries do. Kureishi’s strategy might have something to do with the fact that the story 
is set in the 70s in the time of Enoch Powell and Margaret Thatcher. At this time the political 
attitude towards multiculturalism was harsh and in 1978 Thatcher expressed her fear and, by 
extension, the nation’s fear of being swamped by people of a different culture. By virtue of this 
rhetoric, it was, as portrayed in The Buddha of Suburbia, hard to be visibly different at this time 
(Rahbek in Mustad et al. 2012:141).   
 
In this way, one could argue that Kureishi depicts racism that is played out physically whereas 
Smith is also very interested in the indirect and verbal form of racial discrimination – the one that is 
not always visible and, hence, debatable. There are numerous examples within the story but the 
most evident and profound element is the Chalfens’ role as they are juxtaposed with the hybrid 
figures. All of the characters in the novel are satirised to some degree but the Chalfens, however, are 
so consistently the objects of satire that they bear the brunt of the irony (Alghamdi 2011:112). They 
are presented ironically by playful language and made up words like Chalfenism. They refer to 
themselves as ‘good genes’ and believe in themselves as an ideology. The narrator’s mocking voice 
is present whenever the Chalfens are in the scene and it is indeed palpable: “They referred to 
themselves as nouns, verbs and occasionally adjectives: It’s the Chalfen way, And then he came out 
with a real Chalfenism, He’s Chalfening again, We need to be more Chalfenist about this. Joyce 
challenged anyone to show her a happier family, a more Chalfenist family than theirs.” (Smith 
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2000:314).  
 
The Chalfens are self-serving purveyors of English education to those deemed ignorant and in need 
of it (Alghamdi 2011:112). Millat and Irie are not only viewed by them as exotic cultural minorities 
but socially vulnerable youngsters who need the Chalfens. Joyce, Mother Chalfen, can be 
characterised as a missionary educationist, who thinks that Millat and Irie need to be taken under 
her protecting wings as her family completely objectify and generalise minorities especially the 
Iqbals: “… that a Chalfen man and Iqbal woman would be hell of a mix. Like Fred and Ginger. 
You’d give us sex and we’d give you sensibility or something.” (Smith 2000:349).   
 
At the same time, the Chalfens express notions that are nothing short of comical in their ignorance 
and inability to relate in a natural way to Alsana’s niece Neena and her girlfriend Maxine without 
bringing in demeaning stereotypes about their sexuality and Neena’s family: “I know you’re not the 
most academic family in the world” and “… first generation are all loony tunes, but the second  
generation have got heads just about straight on their shoulders.” (Smith 2000:349; Alghamdi 
2011:112).    
 
The collective personality of the Chalfens is something that the narrator makes very clear and easy 
to assess. When Neena gives a full report of what she has experienced with them she describes them 
as crazy, raisins short of a fruitcake and nutso. These words have not been used directly by the 
narrator but frame the way in which way the Chalfens are to be imagined. Smith’s parody of the 
them and their middle-class values offers an ironic view of English left-liberal culture because the 
Chalfens are far from the ideal family themselves even though they would like to be perceived like 
that (Tew “Zadie Smith” 2010:58). They are not only prejudiced towards other ethnic minorities but 
obsessed with the idea of having and holding on to perfect, pure Chalfen genes. This idea and 
illusion they have is completely deconstructed because interestingly, the omniscient narrator reveals 
that the Chalfens are third generation immigrants themselves (Smith 2000:328). The timing of this 
information is no coincidence as it is not given immediately when the Chalfens are first introduced 
but when Irie gets really obsessed with them. Hence, there must be an underlying reason for this 
applied strategy.  
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An interesting approach in reading the Chalfens’ role could be to involve Thomas  
Macaulay’s famous Minute on Indian Education which was first published back in 1835:  
 
“We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters between us and the 
millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in 
opinions, in morals, in intellect.” (Macaulay in Childs & Williams 1997:130).       
 
A critical reading of Macaulay’s argument suggests that his prime motive was to have a controlling 
and disciplining strategy based on hierarchy. He wanted to create a network of anglicised Indian 
mediators who could control other Indians so that the power lines of the Empire could be 
maintained. This upper class of educated Indian men was called Babu and to some extent the 
Chalfens could be seen as Babus (Bannerjee 2007:194). Particularly, because they agree with the 
headmaster on their being a more privileged class that can be helpful in Irie and Millat’s education. 
Their educational resources and intellectual superiority may give them some power over Irie and 
Millat, but ironically they are used themselves.     
 
The effect of the narrator’s mocking tone towards the Chalfens is to raise a broader and more  
significant concern about prejudices, multiculturalism, hybridity and diversity as the Chalfens tend 
to ignore other people’s voices in encounters and the human side of ethnic minorities. I arrive at this 
assessment due to the contrastive set-up between the Chalfens and the other characters. This is an 
important step in decoding the critique that is not always expressed by the omniscient narrator but 
lies in and dominates the story. Through this set-up it is namely questioned how much diversity is 
embraced by the Chalfens if differences are constantly pointed out, for instance, in the way they 
constantly highlight Irie and Millat’s visible and cultural differences? Hereby, the novel once again 
seems to pursue a different agenda than the one it ostensibly promotes as the critique, on the 
surface, is aimed at the Chalfens but underneath the surface actually is directed towards the national 
sphere. The narrative voice and narratorial comments are strategically employed in the narrative to 
convey a complex and ideologically challenging message as we are asked to assess our own 
prejudices and stance. Smith discusses if Britain even is as plural, open and welcoming to others, as 
it wants to be perceived due to its history. Britain has been multicultural for many years, but what 
both novels show is that Britain fails on its multiculturalist approach which is quite critical as 
Rahbek argues that there in recent years has been an increasing awareness and focus on ethnic 
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groups’ demand for recognition. Hybrids such as Irie, Millat and Karim are more vocal in their 
desire to be tolerated and accepted as citizens and part of the England where they have been born. 
They have a need to be seen and noticed and recognized (Rahbek in Mustad et al. 2012:132). 
However, the shadow of colonialism still haunts them because they are not fully accepted since they 
do not fully fit into the existing norms. Norms that both Kureishi and Smith point out should be 
adapted and reimagined into more realistic ones.    
     
A distinctive difference between the two novels can be seen in Smith’s anti-satirical treatment of 
her main characters. There is most definitely irony linked to them but it is one that serves an 
entirely different purpose than the one directed at the Chalfens. The close study of Irie has shown 
that it takes a more sympathetic and empathic form. Irie seems to suffer because of her body issues 
and low self-esteem and she is taken under the narrator’s protecting wings. As earlier demonstrated 
there is also a sort of authorial empathy in the way Millat is portrayed, too. This narratorial style 
and element is lacking in The Buddha of Suburbia and, in effect, does not frame the outcome as 
much as that of White Teeth is framed by its narratorial style.  
   
Interestingly, there is also no character or social group that is targeted to carry the main brunt of 
irony in The Buddha of Suburbia. According to Yousaf, Kureishi edges into satire most effectively 
when he confronts the banality of quotidian life for most Britons which, according to Karim, is 
boredom: most of them are in bed by 10.30 pm and most kids his age lead what he calls ‘a steady 
life in my bedroom with my radio’ (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:94; Yousaf 2002:32). 
The performative function of irony, thus, differs as it is mostly used to demonstrate the life in the 
suburbs whereas Smith’s is much more focused and concerned with the issue of race and roots. This 
is not to dismiss the fact that irony also appears in connection with race in The Buddha of Suburbia 
as Karim’s Auntie Jean and Uncle Ted are ironically referred to as Gin and Tonic by Haroon, whom 
they call Harry in order to avoid the awkwardness of having an Indian in the family. However, as 
there is no contrastive set-up in the novel the ideological message, despite being really explicit, 
does not come off as strongly as it does in White Teeth.  
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The interrelation between implied author and ideological messages in White Teeth 
So far, the analysis has shown that the omniscient narrator has an enormous role and authority in the 
novel due to its intrusive and commentary function. Furthermore, it has demonstrated how the 
novel, in contrast to The Buddha of Suburbia, operates with different strategies and layers that cover 
an underlying message about the darker sides of multiculturalism. In this connection the concept of 
implied author seems highly relevant to involve and investigate as there are norms that, I would 
argue, are intentionally crafted. This idea is supported by Matthew Paproth who interestingly says 
that “the novel is carefully crafted to make us believe certain things very strongly” (Paproth in 
Walters 2008:21).  
    
The first step, in trying to find these norms, must be to distinguish the author from the narrator as 
the speaker of a literary work cannot be identified with the real author. The story is constructed by 
the author, in this case Smith, and much of her own values and norms may go into the story through 
the implied author but even in such a context the narrative voice does not belong to her. Arguably, 
she creates an implied version of herself, the narrator, who stacks cards in a particular way and 
instructs readers silently, through the design of the whole, with all the voices, by all the means it has 
chosen to let us know but most importantly through ideology as Smith can postulate whatever 
norms she likes through the narrator (Chatman 1978:147-148). In White Teeth elements such as 
irony, word choice and the manner in which the characters are introduced are, as discussed 
throughout this entire chapter about narratology, a way for Smith to express own norms and 
ideology.  
 
As demonstrated earlier the narrator clearly operates under a different set of attitudes than the 
Chalfens as they are not only mocked, but manufactured as being laughably smug. The small 
details, such as italics, are so important to notice as they, among other elements, provide the entire 
design around them, for instance, when Joyce refers to Marcus as good genes and when we are told 
that Marcus believes in perfectibility (Smith 2000:312). These details show that their philosophy 
reeks of self-satisfaction and prejudices towards ethnic minorities and the Iqbals:  
“His parents probably have something arranged for him, no? The headmaster told me he was a 
Muslim boy. I suppose he would be thankful he’s not a girl, though, hmm?” (Smith 2000:320). 
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Moreover, they are described as clones who are bored and that their dinner table is explained as an 
exercise in mirrored perfection. Along with words such as non-Chalfens and Chalfenism the irony 
that is used to describe them functions as a distancing mechanism. For instance, when Irie tells 
Joyce that she should focus more on Joshua than on Millat and Magid we are told that Joyce replies 
in her Chalfen-guide-to-parenting voice saying: 
“It’s perfectly natural for well-educated middle-class children to act up at this age. (Unlike many 
others around this time, Joyce felt no shame about using the term ‘middle class’. In the Chalfen 
lexicon the middle classes were the inheritors of the enlightenment, the creators of the welfare state, 
the intellectual elite and the source of all culture.” (Smith 2000:435).    
 
Joyce rightly touches on educational factors that are correct but ideologically they are arguable 
because, once again the entire set-up around their depiction shows that the liberal values they 
represent are not ones that the reader should accept at face values, at least not without reflection and 
some degree of vigilance. If their values were the ones the reader should accept, then the entire set-
up around them and the existing tone would have been completely different. For instance, they 
never say it explicitly but it is alluded to that they think Millat and Irie have wrong cultures, a flaw 
that must be fixed. Hence, Irie and Millat become their project but when their own flaws are 
revealed it becomes easy to assess the anti-Chalfen stance that is intentionally expressed.      
 
In contrast, the hybrid characters’ experiences are those that are normalised in everyday life. The 
implied author seems to understand their struggle as hybrids as their psychological condition is not 
only transmitted with deep insight but with a sympathetic voice. The stereotypical thinking of 
ethnicity is something that is mocked and deconstructed in the novel as Smith, through the narrator, 
shows and suggests that the nation should accept that hybrids such as Irie, Magid and Millat 
represent a new way of being British. As a result, the underlying ideological and ethnic thinking 
must be that race is such a complex concept that it cannot easily be categorised or controlled.  
When Millat enters a new social sphere and starts to identify more and more with KEVIN his 
girlfriend Karina is uncomprehending towards his new identity: “Karina slapped him and cried a 
lot. She said she didn’t know what was happening to him. Problem is, thought Millat, as he 
slammed the door off its hinges, neither do I” (Smith 2000:373). The entrée we have into Millat’s 
consciousness nuances the phase that he is in. It becomes difficult to look upon him as a deeply 
disturbed fundamentalist as we are invited to reassess his situation and consider him as a confused, 
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hurt and angry teenager who struggles to find his place. The façade he takes on happens to be a so-
called Islamic one whereas other teenagers might cultivate a rap culture, a Star Wars culture or a 
Harry Potter inspired one. Because Millat’s direction is religious he is comprehended as dangerous 
and radical but how much of a danger he really poses can be discussed due to the essential nuances 
and details that create the entire set-up around him. His reactions, Smith suggests, are also a by-
product of the increasing negative awareness of and attitude towards immigrants and their children. 
The desired audience stance in White Teeth is made explicit through examples such as the one 
above with Millat, as it, together with other examples, shows that ethnic mixing is such a 
widespread and an integrated part of everyday life in Britain that it cannot be avoided or looked 
upon as a foreign phenomenon, as a dismissive attitude can result in normal youngsters taking 
destructive decisions. Not because they necessarily wish to, but because they, throughout their 
entire upbringing, have been positioned as ‘others’ in a nation they are not just in, but also a part of. 
Therefore, youngsters such as Millat, Smith suggests, have an indescribable and deep anger and 
hurt inside themselves.  
 
The above mentioned values that are desired to project on to the audience signal that the implied 
author takes a similar stance as Irie who looks forward to the day when roots no longer matter.  
She has an outrageous outburst directed towards Alsana and Clara towards the end of the novel 
where she compares the Iqbals and the Joneses with other families stating that they should try to be 
normal like other normal families:  
“They don’t mind what their kids do in life as long as they’re reasonably, you know, healthy. Happy. 
And every single fucking day is not this huge battle between who they are and who they should be, 
what they were and what they will be. Go on ask them. And they’ll tell you. No mosque. Maybe a 
little church. Hardly any sin. Plenty of forgiveness. No attics. No shit in attics. No skeletons in 
cupboards. No great-grandfathers. I will put twenty quid down now that Samad is the only person 
who knows the inside bloody leg measurement of his great-grandfather. And you know why they 
don’t know? Because it fucking doesn’t matter. As far as they’re concerned, it’s the past.” (Smith 
2000:515).  
 
Once again, identity and stereotypes are turned into nonsense and Squires questions if such a stance 
betrays a lack of political commitment. However, she reaches the conclusion that the insistent 
representation of race and purity as an absurdity has its own politics (Squires 2002:40). This is an 
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interesting assessment and conclusion that coincides with a central point in this study: that new 
complex ethnicities now dominate the nation and direct it in new ways. A new direction that 
replaces other political commitments and beliefs.   
 
This authorial stance expressed in the novel is not only demonstrated though the Chalfens but also 
in the way in which Samad is mocked for his belief in religious and ethnic purity. He experiences a 
mid-life crisis which first manifests itself in guilt over masturbation and eventually in an affair with 
the music teacher Poppy Burt-Jones. The manner in which he is presented throughout the entire 
novel shows that the implied author opposes the idea of purity. When Magid returns home entirely 
different than expected Samad wants to hide him away forever, lock him under the stairs or send 
him to Greenland due to his atheist beliefs (Smith 2000:424). Interestingly, however, Millat is able 
to spot his father’s hypocrisy. He sees through Samad and spots that he uses Islam as a form of 
defence mechanism and that he pushes Islam aside whenever he is defeated by lust. This 
recognition fills Millat with anger and frustration. His frustration with Samad also lies in, among 
other things, his inability to comprehend Samad’s resistance towards KEVIN. For him, Samad’s 
anti-KEVIN stand seems contradictory and confusing as their so-called Islamic values should 
presumably suit those Samad wishes his sons to adopt and hold on to. Instead he deals with an 
angry father who is, once again, disappointed. Millat’s observation of Samad and view of him partly 
sticks, as Samad supports neither direction in which Millat nor Magid is headed. The ideal son for 
him would obviously have been one with a personality that draws on both boys: one with Magid’s 
sharpness and Millat’s belief, however, one that is appropriate, acceptable and non-fundamentalist.  
 
Alongside other substories, Samad’s personal stories show that, for the implied author, 
multiculturalism is about accommodating sameness and difference and by balancing shared values 
across a series of discrete cultural groups co-existing side-by-side in the same nation (Bentley 
2008:55). This perspective is not manifested through Samad only but in the novel as a whole as 
Smith echoes political theorist Lord Bhikhu Parekh’s definition of multiculturalism which, 
according to him, requires that all cultures should be open and self-critical, as well as interactive in 
their relations with each other because no culture is perfect or represents the good life (John). Like 
Parekh, Smith moves away from the idea of assimilation and together with Kureishi argue for a 
pluralistic perspective on cultural diversity.      
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Social class and race 
In assessing Smith’s work, the need to include some background knowledge about her is evident as 
the setting in White Teeth is Willesden. Like Irie, Smith grew up there, an area, which is part of 
suburban north-west London that attracted large numbers of migrants from the 1970s onwards. 
Here, Smith grew up with a Jamaican mother and English father and was around people who felt 
separated or cut in two (Tew “Zadie Smith” 2010:27). Irie may have the same type of background 
as Smith, however, the aim here is not to provide an autobiographical reading of the novel. Smith 
herself is very cautious about accepting White Teeth as an autobiography. The only part she accepts 
as being near an autobiography is Willesden Green but she completely denies that the characters in 
it are direct portraits of her own experience but emphasises that they are fictional and completely 
made-up (Squires 2002:9).    
 
However, she does concede that many people from her community do understand themselves as 
divided, moving from one country to another, changing culturally their emphases. The older 
generations experienced, in effect, two lives and judging by White Teeth Smith recognises that their 
coordinates often vacillate between a culture of origin and a changing British culture, influenced 
both by migration and numerous factors of late capitalism and globalisation (Tew “Zadie Smith” 
2010:28).  
 
Interestingly, however, she was not concerned with her ethnic background as a child despite 
growing up in the mixed Willesden Green, but like Karim in The Buddha of Suburbia and Magid in 
White Teeth, she was much more concerned with the issue of class as she: “… wanted to be middle-
class. I liked the big house, I liked the piano, I liked the cats, the cello lessons.” (Tew “Zadie 
Smith” 2010:29).  
 
Understandably, social class is incorporated as major themes in both The Buddha of Suburbia and 
White Teeth. Despite the fact that both novels are usually interpreted through the lens of 
postcolonial theory they both deal with class divisions. Inevitably, it is crucial to pay attention to the 
meaning of class as both stories deal with the possibility of social mobility which seems to be 
strongly linked to education as Irie ‘is the first Jones or Bowden to enter university’ (Smith 
2000:376). To some degree, the novel creates a clear link between race and class as Irie is the 
character who makes the most progress and, as earlier discussed, comes to the conclusion that race 
should not matter in society. Knowledge is, thus, portrayed as the key to cultural and intellectual 
48 
 
capital as her bright mind and access to education lead to a situation where class does not determine 
her opportunities the same way it did for her parents. She becomes able to push and break some of 
the limits that are socially and culturally passed on to her and, by virtue of that, moves on. At least 
does so in regard to the higher level of education she manages to get and her noticeable bright and 
rational mind. 
 
According to Ole Vadmand the term ‘class’, that has always been a central debating point in society, 
is less used today but still exists at an everyday level of conversation when issues like education, 
employment and housing are considered (Vadmand in Mustad et al. 2012:40). He further explains 
that sociological studies show that there have been no major changes in the life chances of those 
born into different social groups or classes and that this may have something to do with the rights to 
proper education and the possession of knowledge (Vadmand in Mustad et al. 2012:41).  
This background information provides an understanding of some of the limits Irie and Karim 
experience and how education and knowledge serve important tools that are of great importance for 
their ability to grow, avoid social exclusion and marginalisation. This is, as emphasised on several 
occasions, not the case in the beginning of the novels as my point from the beginning has been that 
they experience social exclusion despite being British-born. However, knowledge seems to be the 
only key that can change the direction of life for them.   
  
Karim also gradually understands that knowledge is intellectual capital and that it must be 
consciously acquired in order to move on and up (Thomas, “Hanif Kureishi” 2005:74). In the 
suburbs Karim is angry at the lower middle-class for allowing education to seem redundant and he 
recognises the social limitations placed on this particular class: 
“We were proud of never learning anything expect the names of footballers, the personnel of rock 
groups… What idiots we were.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:178). 
 
The acknowledgement comes with Eva and the move to Inner London, where Karim is constantly 
confronted with the differences between his background and that of his new friends as he is 
infuriated over their confidence and knowledge: “Over the easy talk of art, theatre, architecture, 
travel; the languages, the vocabulary…” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:177).      
 
Both novels illustrate how race can affect class and vice versa, for as Thomas says, racial 
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considerations affects social position (Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 2005:74). Both Haroon and Samad 
lose status in England. Haroon is a displaced aristocrat who has taken up a marginal position in the 
British civil service and has completely lost the privileged status and identity he had back in India. 
Jeeta who is actually a princess, is by the virtue of her marriage and immigrant position, looked 
down on as another ‘Paki’. Likewise, is Margaret a ‘pretty working-class’ girl who ends up 
miserable and a pillar of the lower middle-class due to her marriage with Haroon. The class politics 
are complex and represent an ambiguous mixture of class identities that turns out to be as important 
an element as the hybrid identities are in the novels (Buchanan 2007:17). 
 
Different ideologies of class are represented in both works, but one that in particular stands out is 
Thatcherism. Kureishi and Smith are both part of generations that have experienced Thatcherism 
and been exposed to Margaret Thatcher’s ‘picking yourself up by your bootlaces’ politics (Thomas 
“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:77). Tew explains that Thatcherism reshaped the nation during Smith’s 
childhood and adolescence, with its rampant individualism, its free market economics, its 
inflationary pressures and its middle England rhetoric that contradicted its continued support for the 
opening of the labour market to migrants even though the government introduced restrictive limits 
in the British Nationality Bill in 1981 (Tew ”Zadie Smith” 2010:30-31). As we have seen in the 
analysis, the Chalfens represent this kind of individualism that Thatcher was a great exponent of, 
but it is also one that Smith clearly rejects due to the entire anti-Chalfen project she sets up. The 
anti-liberal stand expressed frames individualism as a form of isolation that has a marginalising 
affect that is more harmful than helpful in the current multicultural reality in Britain.   
Kureishi takes a similar anti-Thatcherite stance, one that I would argue is more radical, as the novel 
is set in the 1970s and operates with the connection between race and class more intensely than 
White Teeth. Politics increasingly becomes a part of the story towards the end, more precisely, at 
Haroon and Eva’s dinner party where they announce their engagement. It is announced that 
Margaret Thatcher is the new Prime Minister, a change in politics that clearly converges with Eva’s 
values (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:258). Thatcherism is mostly manifested through 
her as she starts out as a hippie with a belief in self-fulfillment but ends up a Thatcherite: “We have 
to empower ourselves. Look at those people who live on sordid housing estates who expect others – 
the Government – to do everything for them.” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:263).   
She converts aspects of her personality into a Thacherite individualism and her persona is in stark 
contrast to Margaret who is a more self-pitying character. Eva is independent and has, according to 
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our narrator, Karim, risen above all by herself or, expressed in a Thacherite way, she is indeed a 
woman who picks herself by her bootlaces. Buchanan notes that it is the symbolic positions of these 
two women that is Kureishi’s clearest manifestation of Thatcherite ideals (Buchanan 2007:18).  
Indeed, this is true, however, I also observe that it is the contrastive set up between Eva’s values and 
Jamila’s decision to live communally that provides a broader ideological discussion. Through 
Jamila, the novel demonstrates the necessity for collective action when she moves in with her 
friends and starts living communally. Decisions, meetings and activities are jointly made and 
constructed in democratic processes in a hippie-like environment. Here, Jamila finds her true calling 
and becomes a political activist with feminist and radical opinions. She undergoes a tremendous 
transition from her home in the Anwar family and in her new home as her father tries to suppress 
and control these aspects of her personality. As her husband Changez opposes her idea but ends up 
moving in with her and adjusts. This is quite ironic since Changez arrives in England with an 
attitude that makes him feel superior towards other less privileged Indian immigrants, makes him 
refuse to work in the family shop but interestingly he ends up completely overriding his own 
personality. Simply said, he adapts and recreates aspects of his entire personality in order to be with 
Jamila and to be integrated into the surrounding norms. In his own view, he probably loses status 
and parts of his identity in Jamila’s effort and struggle for social equality.      
 
Apart from this, it is quite striking that Karim is an advocator of Eva and her willpower but at the 
same time recognises that an equal society is needed as well (Thomas “The Buddha” 2005:78). No 
further comments or explanations are given to his ideological stance but if one reads the novel with 
Kureishi’s anti-Thatcherite position, a possible reason could be the desire for balance. He might be 
ambitious, self-propelled and frustrated with the limitations his family accepts in the suburbs but he 
gradually recognises that one needs something to fall back on. This acknowledgement occurs when 
Karim’s own family and other families around him break down. Thus the families in the novel are 
non-representative of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative ideals of family and family values.        
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Chapter 4 
 
The burden of representation  
The title of this section is inspired by what Kobena Mercer calls the burden of representation, which 
he explains as the assumption that the minority artist speaks for the entire community from which 
they come. Moreover, Mercer argues that such an assumption is based on the notion that every 
minority subject is essentially the same and that such a notion limits the artist (Mercer in Thomas, 
“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:3).  
In an interview with Nahem Yousaf, Kureishi himself touches on this matter as he says that he faced 
some challenges in the beginning of his career due to his interest in the Asian community. Some 
people did not believe that he would succeed, but merely be positioned in a writer’s ghetto. Kureishi 
adds that Zadie Smith’s White Teeth had a different position in society at the time of its publishing 
and was a huge hit, whereas his work, used to be described as Commonwealth Literature, a term 
used to describe the writings of members from the former Empire (Yousaf 2002:9-10). In this sense, 
Kureishi himself brings in an aspect that is of great interest to this thesis, namely the different 
reactions their works received within society and the reasons behind this. He recognises that there is 
a sort of development in the field of representation as Smith more easily avoids a literary 
ghettoisation and the burden of representation. The discussion about representation needs to heed 
many perspectives and voices since the ongoing debate about multicultural Britain and the 
representation of it is loud and noisy.   
 
One fact that might influence this development is the time span between the novels. The Buddha of 
Suburbia was written in the early time of multiculturalism and at that time there were no cultural 
ambassadors or role models for young Asians. They seemed to be off the cultural radar and, in 
effect, missing a role model. Sukhdev Sandhu argues that Hanif Kureishi is the first spokesperson 
for the Asian community and that he is responsible for bringing British Asians into the cultural 
spotlight (Sandhu in Thomas “The Buddha” 2005:1). His works were the first by a British-born 
writer of Asian descent and he has shown that the Asian experience counted for something, too, as 
he is now a part of the reading list in Universities (Sanghera 2013).  
Kureishi himself had internal identity struggles while growing up and, like Karim, he tried to deny 
his Pakistani self. In his famous essay My Beautiful Launderette and The Rainbow Sign he explains 
that he saw his Pakistani roots as a curse that he wanted to get rid of. He recalls reading a story in 
the newspaper about a black boy who, when he noticed that burned skin turned white, jumped into a 
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bath of boiling water. He emphatically describes this boy’s situation as one he can fully identify 
with (Kureishi “The Rainbow Sign” 1986:73). Moreover, Kureishi writes that throughout his entire 
school years he experienced indirect and direct racism as one teacher always spoke to him in a Peter 
Sellers Indian accent and another completely ignored his real name and called him Paki Pete –  a 
nickname that infuriated him so much that he refused to call his teacher by his surname but instead 
used his nick name as well. Growing up in the time of Enoch Powell who, according to Kureishi, 
was the figurehead for racists, racial tensions were at their highest. During the 1960s Powell’s 
Conservative ideas appeared in papers and there was graffiti in the streets of London that indicated 
a support for his right-wing radical political stance. In Powell’s so-called Rivers of Blood speech 
from 1968, which he gave to a meeting of the Conservative Political Centre, he warned against the 
consequences and dangers of immigration in such a harsh and direct tone that the then Conservative 
leader Edward Heath dismissed him from his post as Shadow Defence Secretary: 
 "I have told Mr Powell that I consider the speech he made in Birmingham yesterday to have been 
racialist in tone and liable to exacerbate racial tensions. This is unacceptable from one of the 
leaders of the Conservative Party."  (Aitken 1968). 
If Heath’s decision was based on rivalry and personal reasons is a completely different discussion, 
however, Robert Pearce does highlight that Heath, for several years before this decision, had been 
troubled by Powell’s unwillingness to subordinate his own views to the party line as they were two 
different conservative leaders. Furthermore, Pearce does also explain that Heath had little choice in 
the matter as several party members would have resigned in protest if he had not dismissed Powell 
(Pearce 2008).  
 
The point here is that Kureishi at this time was old enough to grasp and feel the tensions this type of 
rhetoric and above mentioned furore created. Kureishi takes a similar stand to Heath and explains: 
“He helped create racism in Britain and was directly responsible not only for the atmosphere of 
fear and hatred, but through his influence, for individual acts of violence against Pakistanis.” 
(Kureishi “The Rainbow Sign” 1986:76).   
 
As a result of this rhetoric, Kureishi had several encounters with race motivated violence in the time 
of Powell as he has been beaten, spat on and called derogatory words such as ‘Paki’ and ‘wog’ 
(Kureishi “The Rainbow Sign” 1986:76). In effect, he isolated and distanced himself from everyone 
and felt embarrassed and afraid of being identified with Pakistanis.        
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Understandably, many within the Asian community expected Kureishi to be biased, to show 
solidarity with them as they could tell that he could relate to their stories. Thus, expectations 
towards him were automatically higher at the time of the release of The Buddha of Suburbia than 
the ones towards Zadie Smith. 
 
As a result, he has faced challenges that Smith has not, both within the Asian community but also 
from a contrasting quarter. Nahem Yousaf succinctly explains Kureishi’s dilemma:  
“Kureishi has… been judged according to a cultural studies agenda of the 1970s that expressed the 
need to formulate ‘positive images’ that would perform a public relations exercise for the 
community to which the artists belonged. But he has simultaneously found himself judged according 
to the tenets of a typically 1980s political agenda that has sought to articulate raced subject 
positions in ways that prove them to be both heterogeneous and sophisticated. Kureishi has been 
caught between a rock and a hard place…” (Yousaf 2002:53).  
 
The burden of representation fell on him for, as Thomas adds, Kureishi was quickly attacked for 
failing to provide positive images of British Asians in The Buddha of Suburbia in his presentation 
of, in particular, homosexuality (Thomas “The Buddha” 2005:3). Explicit sex scenes between 
Karim and Charlie, such as the one at Eva’s house, provoked many: “I tried to kiss him. He avoided 
my lips by turning his head to one side. But when he came in my hand it was, I swear, one of the 
preeminent moments of my earlyish life” (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:17).  
 
Many people within the Asian community reacted negatively as they expected him to smash 
stereotypes, but felt that he did the complete opposite, namely, creating more.   
However, the dispute had already begun in 1985 with the release of the film My Beautiful 
Laundrette, which Kureishi had written. Essentially, the film explores some of the same themes as 
the ones in The Buddha of Suburbia with the same emphasis on sex, drugs and young gay Asians. 
Its release created quite a furore and his harshest critics came from his own family as Kureishi's 
own aunt castigated him in a letter:  
 
"I tried to phone you, but I believe you were in the U.S.A. boring the pants off the Americans with 
your pornography. . . . We didn't know you were a poofter . . . why oh why do you have to promote 
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the widely held view of the British that all evil stems from Pakistani immigrants?” (Kumar 2001).  
 
It becomes obvious, then, that Kureishi’s writerly agenda had some consequences for him as it 
evoked scandals within his own family. In an interview with Amitava Kumar, Kureishi himself 
admits that his work probably shocked his father due to the content that, in some parts of the Asian 
context, was viewed as raw, rebellious and morally wrong (Kumar 2001).      
However, the film did not only create tension within his own family. Major demonstrations were 
held in front of cinemas to protest against My Beautiful Laundrette by people, claiming that the film 
was a slur and misrepresentation of the Asian community (Yousaf 2002:10). Based on this reaction 
Kureishi rejoined: “the Asian community think that I’m perpetually throwing shit at them.” (Yousaf 
2002:54). With this statement it might seem as if he removes and distances himself from the Asian 
community, but the point is that he questions the idea of community itself. This stand is supported 
by Hall who explains that the film is one of the most riveting and important films by a black writer 
because of the reasons that have made it so controversial: its refusal to represent the black 
experience in Britain as monolithic, self-contained, sexually stabilised and always ‘right-on’ – in a 
word, always and only positive (Hall in Morley and Chen 1996:449).  
He furthermore insists that the film, in particular, is important in its control, of knowing what it is 
doing. 
 
Similarly, Kureishi knows exactly what sort of reactions he wants The Buddha of Suburbia to 
create. He deliberately deconstructs the idea of a monolithic community and creates complex and 
contradictory hybridised characters. The contrast that is set up between the Amir family and the 
Anwars shows that Kureishi intentionally does not present Asian people, or the rest of society, 
collectively or as an ethnic absolute. He insists that he never intended to provide ‘positive images’ 
or to play the role of the writer as public relations officer, as hired liar (Thomas “The Buddha” 
2005:26).   
Instead, he aimed to make the characters rounded and human. Despite this greater awareness his 
work is intended to create, some people felt that his artistic expressions were too provocative. 
Although Kureishi seems to understand where such negative reactions came from, as he says, they 
are linked to the fact that there were virtually no representations of Asians in the media before My 
Beautiful Laundrette. In contrast, right-wing English critics claimed that the film was bad PR for 
Britain as it portrayed a society filled with unemployment, poverty and racist violence (Thomas 
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“Hanif Kureishi” 2005:26). Thus, both camps argued that there were subjects that should not be 
discussed openly and that Kureishi was crossing lines. It is therefore important to highlight that, in 
its own time, his work was not viewed as politically correct but as damaging and thought-provoking 
for all camps. 
   
Salman Rushdie also interfered in the feud and explained the pressures exerted on ‘minority’ writers 
as a type of marginalisation from within. Even though I do not completely agree with the use of the 
term ‘minority’ writer, as I think it can have a marginalising effect, I still adopt it, as it is the term 
that is applied in most discussions concerning this field. Rushdie explains that cultures construct 
defensive walls around themselves to protect them from anything new from the outside. Works that 
do not speak to the inside become suspect, thus, parochialism becomes a virtue and not a weakness 
(Rushdie in Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 2005:33). The criticism of My Beautiful Laundrette can be 
seen as this type of defensive wall, one that Rushdie in defence of the film insists should be broken, 
despite the danger and consequences that that might have. Moreover, he praises the film for its 
satirist elements, and argues that it, despite being uncomfortable for some people, shows the truth. 
Rushdie himself faced some massive challenges in connection with his controversial novel The 
Satanic Verses which created such a furore that it was labelled the Rushdie Affair. Writer Kushwant 
Singh, who at that time acted as the editorial advisor for Penguin Books India, raised concerns 
regarding the publication of it as he was convinced that it would cause a lot of trouble (Malik 
2009:1). He had read a typescript of the novel and had observed some references to the Qur’an and 
the Prophet that he knew many people would be offended by. Singh turned out to be right as the 
Indian ministry of finance placed the novel on its list of proscribed books a week after it had been 
published based on orders given by Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi. The Prime Minister had been 
advised by MP Syed Shahabuddin, a member of the opposition Janata Party that proclaimed to be 
the mouthpiece to India’s 150 million Muslims. There were several perspectives on how the novel 
should be read and interpreted. Shahabuddin argued that Rushdie depicted the Prophet’s twelve 
wives as prostitutes in a brothel called the Curtain, which Malik notes, is the literal translation of al-
hijab - the Arabic word for the veil. Rushdie replied that the fictive character Muhammed’s wives 
do not work in the brothel rather that they take the name of Muhammed’s wives. For Shahabuddin 
this accounted for the same. Interestingly, Malik notes that all of Rushdie’s opponents, including 
Shahabuddin, had not read the novel itself but based their arguments on the title which they found 
suggestively derogatory (Malik 2009:2). As discussed earlier Millat and his crew are also 
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completely ignorant to the content of the novel but justify their participation in the burning event on 
assumptions.  
 
The burning event that takes place in White Teeth is not only fictional but an intertextual reference 
to an actual event that took place in Bradford. Major street protests were held approximately three 
months after the publication of The Satanic Verses. Seven thousand Muslims marched through the 
streets to show their anger and hurt. Bradford is one of the cities where the furore was really felt. In 
the 1980s Bradford had come to be known as ‘Islamabad’ as the city was the heartland of Britain’s 
Muslim communities and it was in Bradford that the novel was burnt for the first time (Malik 
2009:4). Similar protests were held in India, Bangladesh and Pakistan. However, the government 
refused to ban the book and Penguin refused to withdraw it. The affair escalated so much that the 
Iranian leader Ayatollah Khomeini issued a religious fatwa against Rushdie – ordering him to be 
killed: “… I inform all zealous Muslims of the world that the author of the book entitled The 
Satanic Verses – which has been compiled, printed and published in opposition to Islam, the 
Prophet and the Qur’an – and all those involved in its publication who were aware of its contents, 
are sentenced to death.” (Khomeini in Malik 2009:8).  
 
However, the novel also received massive criticism from a contrasting quarter as Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher joined other ministers in criticising the novel by arguing that: “We have known 
in our own religion people doing things which are deeply offensive to some of us. We feel it very 
much. And that is what happened to Islam.” (Thatcher in Malik 2009:33).  
 
It is important to highlight that this critique raised by Thatcher and other conservative ministers was 
not a threat to Rushdie or a demand for a ban of the novel, but a stance that showed sympathy and 
understanding for the Muslim community’s hurt.         
 
When Rushdie was alerted to the fatwa against him he responded: “I am very sad it should have 
happened. It is not true that this book is blasphemy against Islam.” (Rushdie in Malik 2009:9). 
Furthermore, Rushdie argued that the book probably had never been read by Khomeini but that 
selected extracts probably had been taken out of their original context. The affair was not sorted out 
by dialogue and given the circumstances, Rushdie was given grade one protection by officials and 
had to hide and live like a fugitive for many years (Malik 2009:10).           
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Arguably, Rushdie and Kureishi’s works have paved the way for Smith as the issues she brings up 
are virtually no longer news. Thereby, Smith is not limited as an artist and does not need to fear the 
burden of representation, or at least not to reflect on it the same way Kureishi might have had to or 
have to be given protection like Rushdie. The point, here, is that Kureishi did not comply with the 
expectations made on him nor was he limited by them. If that was the case, the earlier mentioned 
furore in connection with My Beautiful Laundrette would perhaps never have happened.  
 
Yet, my point is that nobody demonstrated over Smith’s depiction of the lesbian couple Neena and 
Maxine, Samad’s masturbation or the justification of fundamentalism that Smith provides in 
connection with Millat’s role in the Rushdie affair. This is not to say that Smith defends 
fundamentalism, on the contrary, the entire novel mocks all forms of it, but she provides nuances 
that justify rebellious actions as White Teeth shows that they can be a by-product of racism and 
discrimination. Given Smith’s direct and courageous approach it did not create any ethnic 
controversies but almost completely avoided it. In fact, reviewers from all camps seemed to be 
unable to shoot the novel down and Smith was praised for her ability to present the complex 
problem of hybridity, the cultural confusion it brings, and her ability to recognise the nation’s 
struggle to find a way to stare into the mirror and accept its history (Head in Lane, Mengham, and 
Tew 2003:107). Smith might avoid the burden of representation but she is fully aware of its 
existence. When compared to Kureishi whom she has referred to as her ‘hero’ she objects. Her 
objection should not be understood as a personal but a politicised one:  
“…being compared to Rushdie or Kureishi just because there are Asian characters in your book, 
and if that’s the case, it’s a waste of time and a pain in the ass because there are thousands of books 
with white people in them and they’re not all the same.” (Smith in Squires 2002:18).  
 
She criticises critics that narrow the options for her and other colleagues, but despite this 
recognition it is obvious that there is a form of development in the expectation towards 
representation. First and foremost, this, once again, has something to do with the fact that the Asian 
community, like the rest of the surrounding society, is not static but dynamic. Thus, representative 
expectations have changed due to the fact that we, as Hall puts it, no longer believe in totalising 
accounts or master concepts such as race and class as much as we did before because of increasing 
social diversity and hybridity (Hall in Thomas “Hanif Kureishi” 2005:40). We have begun to think 
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about other ways to conceive identity and have moved away from the idea that cultural identity is 
one shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one people’ with stable, unchanging reference points and 
meanings (Hall in Rutherford 1998:223). Cultural identity, in this new sense, is a matter of 
becoming as well as being as cultural identities undergo constant transformations and are the 
subject to the continuous play of history, culture and power (Hall in Rutherford 1998:225). 
 
In conclusion, Smith does not only avoid the didacticism of political correctness through her use of 
irony but also because authors such as Rushdie and Kureishi, figuratively speaking, have taken 
some bullets for her and other postcolonial writers who challenge the limits of British 
multiculturalism, expand the ways in which fiction treats the migrant experience and freedom of 
expression. Dominic Head contributes to this discussion as he points out that Rushdie and Kureishi 
have been concerned mostly with integration and assimilation, whereas Smith, as I have argued 
earlier, takes a step further and tries to answer one of Samad’s early questions that, in this context, 
gains a larger significance: “what kind of world do you want your children to grow up in?” (Smith 
2000:99; Head in Lane, Mengham, and Tew 2003:111).  
In White Teeth, Smith embodies a potential solution to his question and concerns. Any blind form of 
extremism and fundamentalism is rejected whether it be Millat’s KEVIN or Magid’s willingness to 
ignore any ethics for the sake of science. Integration is, it seems, a productive, two-way street with 
the plurality of voices that are recognised as a means of cultural enrichment. Both the nation and its 
different ethnic groups and individuals need to make compromises in their established cultural 
practices in order to accommodate each other and each other’s cultures (Rahbek in Mustad et al. 
2012:132).        
 
In the novel’s ending Millat tries to sabotage Marcus Chalfen’s genetic experimentation by pulling 
a gun with which he intends to shoot the scientists. Archie takes the bullet for the Nazi collaborator 
Perret whom Archie saved once during the Second World War. Head argues, that Archie 
demonstrates a tacit conviction in common humanity. This indicates that Smith’s main conviction is 
that we are all hybrid postcolonials, biologically and culturally, and that the pursuit of pure ethnic 
origins is a pointless desire (Head in Lane, Mengham, and Tew 2003:114). His observations 
coincide with my own and show that the ultimate argument in White Teeth is, supported by Esra 
Mirze, that a coherent national identity cannot be based on homogeneity but on fluidity (Mirze in  
Walters 2008:200). This might be Smith’s ultimate point. However, as earlier discussed, she is very 
59 
 
dismissive of ‘Happy Multicultural Land’ at the present but anticipates a time where it will become 
a reality. A reading of the novel as an optimistic, utopian one, is not completely correct as this is not 
the message or outlook expressed in it. She both criticises and celebrates the multicultural approach 
in the nation and, hence, expresses an ambivalent attitude that shows the crisis of contemporary 
multiculturalism. When Alsana takes action to bring Magid back home her powerlessness becomes 
obvious. Speaking to relevant authorities she is dismissed by statements like: “To be honest, love, 
we’re more worried about them coming in” or “To tell you the truth, if it was your husband who 
arranged the trip, there’s not a great deal that we- “ (Smith 2000:212).  
 
Eventually Alsana gives up when she realises that there is no help from outside. Instead, she decides 
to punish Samad verbally. She refuses to answer his questions directly with yes and no but gives 
him uncertainty. Her method derives from her desire to force Samad to taste his own medicine. In 
light of this dilemma Alsana faces with the authorities it becomes clear that the multicultural world 
and reality presented in the novel is far from optimistic (Jakubiak in Walters 2008:205). The novel, 
along with The Buddha of Suburbia, shows ethnic tensions but also that the nation, in order to move 
forward positively, must change its attitude.   
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Chapter 5 
 
Discussion: Should postcolonialism be redefined?  
This chapter does not draw attention to different isms linked to colonialism but aims to study and 
discuss if the label should be updated, as plurality in a postmodern and postcolonial world demands 
that we constantly transform our understanding of cross-cultural relations. Kureishi and Smith both 
argue for the impossibility of maintaining fundamentalist absolutes and through their characters 
show that stable boundaries are constantly being obliterated (Paproth in Walters 2008:11). 
Furthermore, it is quite interesting that Kureishi rejects being defined as a postcolonial writer, 
despite the fact that most of his works are studied through the lens of postcolonial theory (Thomas 
“Something to ask you” 2007). As this approach has been applied in this thesis as well it does not 
only make it relevant but also much more interesting to study the reasons behind his insistent 
rejection of the label and naturally the effects of it.   
 
First and foremost, Kureishi underlines that he finds the label a narrow term, and fears that other 
aspects of his work might be neglected if his work is squashed into a certain category. Another 
reason for his position is presented by Thomas who argue that Kureishi is not a displaced 
postcolonial writer writing back to the center, but that he writes from the center (Thomas, “Hanif 
Kureishi” 2005:3). Bradley Buchanan takes a similar stance by emphasising that Kureishi, unlike 
some of his other colleagues within this field, has accepted Western traditions due to his own 
experience as the child of a middle-class, white-collar family with a well-educated father (Buchanan 
2007:13). Kureishi’s cultural and political position as a fully Westernised child, has made recent 
critics turn away from viewing him in terms of postcolonialism, for as Bruce Kings says: “It is 
difficult to understand why postcolonialism should be applied to… someone writing about… life in 
England and the difficulties of accepting life’s limitation.” (King in Buchanan 2007:13).  
 
King highlights that Kureishi’s work is more concerned with other issues that are less typically 
postcolonial problems. In fact, his work is, as demonstrated in the analysis, based on the emergence 
of gay and lesbian movements, class boundaries, the rise of feminism, youth culture and popular 
music (Buchanan 2007:14). The characters are not obsessed with race, roots or the past as much as 
the ones in Smith’s novel. It is almost impossible to escape history in White Teeth as references to 
the past, to origins and to roots dominate almost every chapter, including the title.  
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Thus, it would be unfair to neglect other aspects of The Buddha of Suburbia that indicate that the 
novel is not a depiction of English life based only on racial or ethnic identities. Interestingly 
enough, though, Smith also rejects being categorised as a postcolonial writer despite the great deal 
of space that race and multiculturalism take in the novel. However, as earlier discussed, the 
underlying layer in the novel clearly demonstrates that Smith has an interest in and desire to liberate 
human-kind from any race-thinking. The importance given to humankind is demonstrated in the 
cross-cultural relations in the novel. The most meaningful relationships are those between Irie and 
Millat and Samad and Archie, which show that race and culture is no boundary at all as all 
characters are human beings perfectly capable of establishing lifelong friendships across ethnicities 
(“Intercultural Relationships”). Her biggest aim is to pick apart traditional understandings of the 
world by poking holes in language, religion, culture, history and other structures through which 
people typically give meaning to their lives. Smith takes a postmodern perspective as she, like 
Kureishi, rejects any fundamental absolutes (Paproth in Walters 2008:10).      
 
In this way, the postcolonial field seems to undergo rapid changes as its two pivotal and significant 
writers, who themselves are hybrids, reject being a part of a postcolonial tradition. Ambitious as it 
may be, however, their stance makes it relevant to question if the term, postcolonial literature, 
should be redefined, adjusted to more present trends or simply be replaced by the term 
contemporary British literature? This broad question is not studied for the first time, and probably 
not for the last, but the development from Kureishi to Smith points to a complex new type of 
fiction, one that cannot easily be classified as either postcolonial or British.      
 
At one point, the idea of erasing the term postcolonial literature can be challenging, as both writers 
not only criticise how the nation copes with hybrid identities but are profoundly sceptical of the 
vision of a happy multicultural land (Squires 2002:44). History and the past are inescapable for all 
of the characters in both novels which indicates that the aftermath of colonialism still haunts them. 
Karim, Irie and Millat are constantly being reminded of their differences and ‘place’ in society even 
though they are not immigrants but first generation British-born children. For their generation, 
cultural mixing is the norm and they are accustomed to the fluidity of social formations that 
constitute London’s multicultural society. Despite this fact they still face daily challenges due to 
racial and ethnic tensions. Redefining postcolonialism would then, through Arif Dirlik’s lens, be a 
too hasty turn away from history, colonialism and its legacies. A kind of forgetting or ignoring the 
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past and what happened in there: “What then may be the value of a term that includes so much 
beyond and excludes so much of its own postulated premise, the colonial” (Dirlik in Childs & 
Williams 1997:20).   
 
However, Dirlik is so concerned with colonialism itself that his above stance seems to ignore works 
produced after the colonial period. White Teeth and The Buddha of Suburbia are both produced after 
the dissolution of the Empire but they still address colonial problems. In fact, they are, as pointed 
out moments ago, much concerned with neocolonialism – the continuing effects of colonialism after 
the end of colonial rule as their hybrid characters face prejudices and limitations due to their 
cultural heritage (Bennett & Royle 2009:242).   
 
In relation to White Teeth, Squires also explains that: “If the postcolonial era results in the 
multicultural diaspora of the metropolitan city the post in postcolonial must mean ‘as a result of 
and including’ rather than simply ‘afterwards.’” (Squires 2002:44).  
 
She expresses a stance similar to Dirlik but does, in contrast to him, recognise and highlight the 
ongoing process of postcolonialism that the novels are deeply concerned with. These concerns are, 
however, ambivalent as they in a strange way also indicate why both writers refuse to be 
categorised and limited as postcolonial writers. The postcolonial era results in a multicultural 
discourse where ethnic mixing is so widespread that it has become the new black. In other words, 
the postcolonial era is also the postmodern era where globalisation is a dominating feature. 
Interestingly, there seems to be a link between the two discourses and in the case of the novels we 
see that both authors’ projects are to portray a chaotic world with shifting unstable meanings. The 
nation and its citizens, they say, must accept the rise of new ethnicities and give up the utopian idea 
of purity. The immigrant is, as Shadwell in The Buddha of Suburbia expresses it, the Everyman of 
the twentieth century (Kureishi “The Buddha of Suburbia” 1990:141). Therefore, both writers find 
it difficult to accept and represent specific parts of the nation as they point out that it is simply 
impossible.      
 
Their hesitative attitude towards the label is, furthermore, supported by good theoretical reasons as 
isms can encourage generalisation, abstractness, a lack of critical clarity and of historical awareness 
(Bennett & Royle 2009:242). All four elements are pivotal to Kureishi and Smith in that their aim is 
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to deconstruct generalisations and thereby to create more awareness about history and its products. 
Saying this of course, and adapting a more postmodern outlook, does not make postcolonialism go 
away. Both novels also demonstrate the impossibility of escaping history or of living entirely 
outside of its influence as it continues to haunt the nation.   
    
In this context, Bhabha’s logic and famous saying can be applied to Kureishi and Smith: they are 
almost postcolonial writers but not quite. As indicated earlier in this chapter their literary 
approaches mark a new kind of fiction, one that is hybrid. It draws on concepts and themes within 
the postcolonial tradition but also integrates and uses elements such as irony from a British literary 
tradition. Like identity, there is no clear cut definition of their work which indicates that new social 
realities affect not only common reference points shared by the population but also shape and form 
a new way of writing and transmitting those shared reference points that constantly undergo 
changes. Thus, both writers seem to contribute to current cultural representation, Smith more than 
Kureishi in that she focuses on a completely new generation of hybrids marked by Irie’s unborn 
child.      
 
Some critics, including Nahem Yousaf, have argued that The Buddha of Suburbia is a very English 
novel and that Kureishi is ‘an Asian John Mortimer’. This stance is supported by Kureishi himself 
who, on The Late Show back in 1990, described himself as a quite traditional English comic writer 
who happens to be dealing with subjects that are considered to be dangerous (Yousaf 2002:30). He 
especially points at his humour being British as he explains that he grew up watching Dad’s Army 
and On the Buses which influenced his own sense of humour.    
 
Thomas argues that the novel extends a tradition that stretches back through the 1950s novels of 
social mobility by John Braine and Kingsley Amis. The latter is clearly one that Kureishi finds 
inspiration in as he explains that The Buddha of Suburbia is a novel where Kingsley Amis meets 
The Velvet Underground (Yousaf 2002:29). The protagonist in Amis’s novel Lucky Jim is Jim 
Nixon, an enduring figure within the English literary tradition who is described by Yousaf as a 
curious admixture of self-centered pretense and a clumsy desire to belong. He is an assistant 
lecturer in history at a university where everything seems to go wrong for him. When invited to an 
arty weekend at the home of the Professor in History he gets drunk and sets the bed on fire with a 
forgotten cigarette (Walters 1999). There are some similarities between Karim and Jim as they both 
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seem clumsy and careless. Many things also go wrong for Karim, for instance, when he has sex 
with Jamila he wakes up to find her husband Changez, who is by that time a close friend, staring at 
him. This example is naturally one where Karim is fully aware of his action, however, there are 
numerous examples in the novel where Karim is exposed to accidents that he is not in control of but 
are extremely comic.  
 
Similarly, there have been several links noted between Orwell and Kureishi as he follows in 
Orwell’s footsteps and addresses the issue of class. Thus, Orwell’s essay England Your England 
from 1941 has had a major impact on Kureishi’s writing as he in his own essay The Rainbow Sign 
expresses the same difficulties of identifying himself with Britain’s colonialist history. In his essay 
Orwell discusses the myths of nationhood and questions the entire existence of nations and whether 
the English are not forty-six million individuals, all different? He comes to the conclusion that there 
are certain elements that define the English and Englishness. It is immediately felt, Orwell says, 
when one comes back to England from a foreign country and feels the sensation of breathing a 
different air. Orwell points at the gentle manners, the love for flowers and the anti-militarism stance 
as some of the characteristics of the English. The latter, he says, is quite interesting as it looks like 
sheer hypocrisy and ignores the existence of the British Empire. An area that Orwell is quite 
concerned with as he criticises the way the nation handles its history and its role as Empire and adds 
that England is the most class-ridden country under the sun ruled by the old and silly (Orwell 1941).  
Like Orwell, Kureishi points out the flaws of the nation in his essay The Rainbow Sign but also ends 
up embracing it as his home more after his visit to Pakistan where he realises that England is his 
England: “It is strange to go away to the land of your ancestors, to find out how much you have in 
common with people there, yet at the same time to realize how British you are, the extent to which, 
as Orwell says: ‘the suet puddings and the red pillar boxes have entered into your soul.’” (Kureishi 
“The Rainbow Sign” 1986:99).        
 
White Teeth is also constructed under the influence of other writers. Smith on several occasions has 
admitted that her extensive reading during her college years spills into her writing and adds that 
White Teeth is a ‘huge-scale rip-off of many other writers’. An interesting point that shows that the 
discussion continues.   
 
In conclusion, regardless of their literary position, Kureishi and Smith illustrate themes that concern 
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the contemporary British society. Arguably, they point to a new trend within literature, in fact, one 
that I would argue is hybrid and in effect, caught between binaries. The same way that Millat is 
caught between the religious and the secular, Irie between the past and the present and Karim 
between the suburbs and London (Paproth in Walters 2008:9) It is quite difficult to easily categorise 
as they, like the society they portray, are complex. 
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Chapter 6 
 
Conclusion 
The aim of this study has been to investigate the concept of hybridity in two novels. The assumption 
that has started this academic journey has been the presumption that there is a development in the 
field and that the concept is portrayed, discussed and played out more freely and more thought-
provokingly in Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth than in Hanif Kureishi’s The Buddha of Suburbia. 
Both novels have been chosen as they are situated in different temporal contexts and share the same 
key concerns.  
 
Briefly outlined, the study demonstrates that there are two important aspects and factors that 
influence the way in which hybridity is portrayed: the different technical choices that both authors 
have made and the time span between the novels. Before turning to these important findings in 
details I shall first consider and conclude on how Bhabha’s concept of hybridity is manifested in the 
novels since this concept shapes the comparative method that has been applied.          
 
What can be concluded is that the portrayal of hybridity is strongly linked to irony since the tone 
that dominates the novels is comedic and satirical. Despite this similarity, however, the novels do 
express different attitudes regarding Karim and Irie’s hybrid positions and experiences. Both are put 
between two discourses and two ethnic roots that have formed their identities and determined their 
experiences in society. Their positions differ in the sense that Karim, despite being aware of being a 
hybrid, defines himself as an Englishman. He continually suppresses and denies his Indian roots 
and is convinced that a physical movement from the suburbs to Inner London will put an end to the 
racially motivated hatred he is daily exposed to and, in effect make his life better. He mostly ignores 
racist comments and is more concerned with the issue of class as his biggest desire is upward social 
mobility. This focus that Kureishi has on class seems to be the most distinctive difference between 
the two novels as Smith is much more concerned with roots and in effect, race. In contrast to Karim, 
Irie does not view herself as English at all due to her visible Jamaican traits that she knows mark 
her out as different. She reflects much on her identity and the feeling of not belonging and not being 
at home even though she is. Smith suggests that this, partly, has something to do with the fact that 
Irie does not have any contact with her mother’s family, in effect, missing realistic role models. 
Both characters feel a form of split inside of themselves that makes them feel restless. This is a 
central finding in this thesis as is shows that both characters face challenges due to their hybrid 
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identities. Consequently, they try to balance their two ethnic roots but in frustration start seeking 
assimilation which results in processes of mimicry where they favour their Englishness and 
disregard their other halves. In reference to Bhabha’s core points regarding mimicry, the novels 
show that this approach is problematic as mimicry is only a form of camouflage that does not result 
in British identities but ambivalent identities that are almost British, but not quite. Both characters 
gradually realise that they are not fully accepted as British as their visible differences are constantly 
pointed out. Smith and Kureishi then suggest that the concept of hybridity and mimicry is a state of 
being that is reinforced and sustained by society.    
 
Irie’s interaction with the Chalfens is Smith’s most effective strategy as she uses them as the brunt 
of the irony of the novel. The Chalfens mock Irie and Millat’s ethnic roots while their liberal values 
and stereotypical thinking is mocked by the narrator. The entire set-up around them reveals the anti-
Chalfen stance expressed in the novel. Chatman’s concept of the implied author is thereby 
applicable in the process of finding and understanding the intentionally crafted values and norms 
expressed through the omniscient narrator that is constructed by Smith. Irie and Karim are able to 
embrace their roots more when they physically leave their homes and start new chapters in their 
lives. They start growing and become more mature when Irie’s reconnects with her grandmother 
and Karim accepts that he does in fact have an Indian identity too.         
 
An important distinctive difference between the authors discussions of hybridity, mimicry and 
multiculturalism lie in the technical and strategic choices that have been made. A crucial argument 
throughout the entire study has been that Smith operates more strategically than does Kureishi. Her 
heterodiegetic, omniscient narrator marks the ultimate biggest difference between the novels as this 
type of narration has reemerged in British fiction in the twentieth century. In effect, Smith 
deliberately operates with a highly intrusive narrator that has an ideological function as it provides 
commentaries that can be seen as guidelines for the desired outcome, or in other words, the 
ideological stance Smith wants to project on to her audience. Her strategy allocates primacy to the 
narrator at the expense of her characters but a close study reveals that she deliberately does so to 
criticise the multicultural reality of the nation. Ethnic absolutes are completely rejected in White 
Teeth as Smith ironically mocks Samad and the Chalfens for their obsession with and idea of ethnic 
purity. It is suggested that all ethnic groups and the nation must come to accept that there is a new 
multicultural reality that dominates the nation and to dismiss an essentialist notion of identity.  
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The idea of immigrants as a homogeneous group is dissolved in both novels. A comparative study 
of Samad and Haroon has shown that they represent two distinctively different ways of being 
immigrants, and in effect, raise their children differently. This seems to affect their sons’ hybrid 
characters and how they cope with their split, ambivalent identities. Samad’s obsession with ethnic 
purity and Islam results in Magid being sent away to Bangladesh while Millat becomes part of the 
Islamic clan, KEVIN. However, a close study of Samad shows that he is not fully devoted to his 
religion as he puts it aside whenever he is defeated by lust. Instead, he uses Islam as a defence 
mechanism to preserve the roots he is so afraid of losing. His own religious hypocrisy and ethnic 
confusion result in two sons who are so extreme in their contradictory attitudes, orientations and 
beliefs that they cannot be united. With Karim the picture is entirely different as Haroon does not 
force an Indian upbringing on him. In contrast to Samad, Haroon has subverted all immigrant 
expectations and taken on a new identity as “the buddha" as he has come to realise that he must find 
a new way of being alive. Thus Karim may struggle due to his hybrid identity but his struggles, 
anger and hurt are not a by-product of Haroon’s expectations and pressure on him in the same way 
in which Millat and Magid’s are of Samad’s. As a result, the characters in White Teeth seem to 
struggle more as they are caught up between binaries on a private and national level.  
The concept of hybridity is further expanded in Smith’s novel where we see ethnic mixing at the 
national and individual level. This is manifested through Irie’s name which is a mix of a Jamaican 
first name and an English surname. Her unborn child represents a further new hybrid generation as 
it is a mix between Irie’s genes and those of either Millat or Magid. Still, it is highlighted that the 
nation must accept her unborn child as British and on an equal footing with the rest of the 
population in society. I have argued that Smith takes a step further than Kureishi in her depiction of 
hybrids and the further increase in mixture of ethnicities that seems to be current. Despite this 
celebratory stance that Smith takes, the novel is far from optimistic in its treatment of 
multiculturalism which is manifested through commentaries and characters such as Irie and Millat. 
This is an important finding in the thesis. Despite the fact that Irie and Millat are British-born we 
see how their roots, which they have nothing to do with, intrude in their lives and limit their 
options. This is also emphatically the case with Karim but even though Kureishi expresses the same 
political and ideological stance in The Buddha of Suburbia as Smith does in White Teeth, Smith is, 
nevertheless, able to produce a much stronger depiction of her hybrid characters than Kureishi is 
since her omniscient narrator and its voice provides access into multiple thoughts whereas Kureishi 
restricts his narratorial views to those of Karim. She masters the constant shift and interplay 
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between irony and serious commentary to the fullest. In effect, the key concerns in the novel are 
portrayed and discussed with a form of indirect focusing that Kureishi does not seem to master. In 
conclusion, Smith writes with much more freedom and provides important nuances that complicate 
the complex discussions of race relations in, for instance, the way all forms of fundamentalism is 
mocked, yet also justified in the case with Millat. At first glance, Millat appears to be a 
fundamentalist at he joins KEVIN and participates in the Rushdie affair, but the applied overall 
technique combined with focalization, forces one to look at the anger and hurt Millat experiences 
and to reassess the characterisation of him. The ironical elements and nuances that are provided 
show that Millat is not devoted to Islamic radicalism but uses his membership of the clan as a 
façade. He identifies with the other hybrid members as they share the same type of anger that Millat 
does which suggest that fundamentalism is a by-product of racism and of attitudes of exclusion 
towards immigrants and hybrids. There is a form of authorial empathy that is lacking in The Buddha 
of Suburbia due to the entirely different narrative strategy with which Kureishi operates.   
 
Another factor that influences the sort of writerly freedom Smith has, is the time span between the 
novels. She is able to avoid controversies and to be much more unconcerned with political 
correctness than Kureishi was able to be in 1990 when The Buddha of Suburbia was published. His 
role as the first British-Asian writer lead to unfulfilled expectations of him by, in particular, the 
Asian community. Based on his essay The Rainbow Sign it is quite clear that Kureishi himself had 
internal identity struggles while growing up. He has dealt with racist comments and racially 
motivated violence, thus, many Asians in society expected Kureishi to smash the stereotypes and 
portray a positive image of them as he could relate to them and their stories. My Beautiful 
Launderette and The Buddha of Suburbia disappointed and created a furore as many within the 
Asian community felt that Kureishi only created more stereotypes and negative images of them. His 
portrayal of gay relationships, sex, drugs and alcohol were scandalous in conservative circles and it 
was especially his depiction of homosexuality among Asians that offended many. The angry 
reaction was also caused by the fact that there had been no representation of British Asians in the 
media before Kureishi. Salman Rushdie faced some of the same challenges with his novel The 
Satanic Verses that created so much controversy that a religious fatwa was issued against him and 
he was forced to live like a fugitive for many years. 
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These challenges that both writers have faced has automatically paved the way for Smith as the 
issues she is concerned with are no longer news or taboo. Their works were naturally not politically 
correct in their time but the bullets they have taken for Smith and other postcolonial writers have 
provided some crucial changes in the field of representation. In conclusion, the field of 
postcolonialism is also relevant as Kureishi and Smith both reject being defined and limited as 
postcolonial writers. A close reading of their novels shows the reasons behind their stance since 
their entire project is to challenge and change the norms of what it means to be British. In this way, 
they do not only challenge the essence of Britishness but also the very idea of postcolonialism itself 
as they insist that the nation needs to see and accept that ethnic mixing is not a distant or foreign 
phenomenon but a reality that shapes and forms the identity of Britain.  
However, as pointed out in the analysis, this development in the field does not make 
postcolonialism go away as academics such as Arif Dirlik says that it is a too hasty turn away from 
history, colonialism and its aftermaths. In both novels it is also manifested how the past still 
intrudes in the present and White Teeth, in particular, is much concerned with roots and the past 
shown in its title. Smith’s, but also Kureishi’s, main concern is to criticise the nation’s handling of 
multiculturalism. This thesis then applies Bhabha’s famous saying ‘almost, but not quite’ stating 
that Kureishi and Smith’s literature can be seen as a new hybrid phenomenon that technically draws 
from a British literary tradition and thematically a postcolonial one.                        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
71 
 
Chapter 7 
 
Introduction to abstract  
The following section provides an abstract in Danish and then in English. During this final stage, it 
is important to highlight that the English abstract is not a literary translation of the text in Danish as 
it is simply neither expedient nor meaningful to do so. Both texts have been written to be 
appropriate to situation and language.    
 
 
Resume   
Dette speciale tager afsæt i en komparativ undersøgelse af Hanif Kureishis roman The Buddha of 
Suburbia fra 1990 og Zadie Smiths roman White Teeth fra 2000. Hovedformålet er at nærstudere, 
hvordan Homi Bhabhas kernebegreb om hybrid identitet og hans nærtliggende begreb om mimicry 
manifesterer sig i begge romaner. Dermed er tilgangen i opgaven en postkolonial læsning af 
værkerne, men opgaven koncentrerer sig i høj grad også om at undersøge, hvordan fortælletekniske 
greb og strategier, der er anvendt i værkerne, påvirker og skaber en ramme for, hvordan livet som 
hybrid skal forstås. Den præcise problemformulering lyder:  
How do Hanif Kureishi and Zadie Smith portray and discuss the concept of hybridity differently in 
The Buddha of Suburbia and White Teeth, and of what might the differences be a result?  
 
En hypotese, der har været kernen i dannelsen af problemformuleringen, er, at Zadie Smiths 
komplekse skriveteknik og alvidende fortæller skaber nogle helt nye rammer for, hvordan begrebet 
hybrid identitet fremstilles og diskuteres i litteratur. Der er et intentionelt større fokus på Smiths 
fortælletekniske strategier i opgaven, da det formodes, at denne er mere raffineret og kompleks.  
Endvidere formodes det, at tidsforskellen mellem værkerne har bevirket, at Zadie Smith kan og tør 
udfordre rammerne for, hvordan konceptet skal diskuteres mere frit, end da Kureishi skrev The 
Buddha of Suburbia. Hun formår at undvige kontroversielle debatter og forventninger om politisk 
korrekthed, da forfattere som Kureishi og Rushdie har stået for skud for en lang række af protester 
fra dele af den asiatisk-britiske befolkning, som har fundet indholdet i deres værker stødende og 
krænkende. Dermed er det en vigtig antagelse, at den proces, de ovennævnte forfattere har været 
igennem, har banet vejen for Smith, som uhindret benytter sig af den.  
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For at opnå en større forståelse af sammenhængen mellem hybrid identitet og fortælleteknik 
fokuserer jeg i analysen på tre overordnede kapitler. Den første del afgrænser undersøgelsesfeltet til 
karakterne Karim og Irie og nærstuderer deres hybride træk og imitationsprocesser nærmere. 
Teoretisk tages der udgangspunkt i Homi Bhabha, Stuart Hall og Paul Gilroy, som jeg har valgt ikke 
at redegøre for i et særskilt afsnit men at integrere løbende, som de anvendes. Anden del er mere 
omfattende, da der her er et fokus på den rolle og ideologiske funktion, Smiths fortæller har i 
romanen. Derudover nærstuderer dette kapitel funktionen af ironi og af den fortællestemme, der 
optræder i White Teeth nærmere. Kapitlet gør brug af Genettes begreber om voice og focalization, 
men også Chatmans begreb ”implied author”.   
 
Disse forskellige led præger og framer i høj grad diskussionen om hybrid identitet og debatten om 
multikulturalisme, som begge forfattere er dybt optaget af.  
 
Den sidste del af analysen omhandler de forventninger, der var til Kureishi i starten af hans karriere 
grundet hans pakistanske rødder. De temaer, han behandler, var indenfor visse kredse banebrydende 
og langtfra politisk korrekte. Kureishi har som følge af at være kontroversiel i sine værker måttet 
nedbryde tårnhøje forventninger, der var til ham og indholdet i hans værker. Dette bruges til at 
diskutere, hvorvidt de udfordringer, han stod overfor i slut-80’erne og start-90’erne, har banet vejen 
for senere forfattere som Smith, som af den grund kan tillade at være mere frigjorte og skarpe i 
deres kritik af den multikulturelle diskurs.  
Jeg diskuterer den udvikling, der er indenfor området som muligt svar på det sidste led af 
problemformuleringen.   
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Abstract  
The aim of this thesis is to investigate how the concept of hybridity is manifested in Hanif 
Kureishi’s novel The Buddha of Suburbia from 1990 and Zadie Smith’s novel White Teeth from 
2000. The main approach is a postcolonial and comparative reading of the novels. The theoretical 
outlook is based on Homi Bhabha’s concept and definition of hybridity and mimicry. This will not 
be studied in a separate chapter but applied in the analysis when relevant. His ideas will be 
supported by those of Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy who have points that can shed light on some of 
the concerns in the novels. The main hypothesis that has formed the entire idea behind this study 
and started this academic process is the presumption that the authors portray and discuss the 
concept of hybridity differently.  
 
Smith operates with an omniscient narrator that provides more satirical commentaries and nuances 
than Kureishi’s protagonist and narrator, Karim, is able to. Her narrative technique that is 
strategically applied in the novel signals a much deeper and freer approach to the key concerns 
being discussed. This study, hence, aims to investigate how one can work with the interrelation 
between hybridity and areas within narratology in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 
concept, the characters and the closely linked discussion about multiculturalism. I draw on 
Genette’s concept of voice and focalization and Chatman’s concept of implied author to investigate 
the ideological function of the narrator and how this frames the entire concept of hybridity and 
discussion of multiculturalism. This chapter takes Smith’s novel as its focus due to the presumption 
that she operates with a subtle narrator that is more complex and strategic than the one that appears 
in The Buddha of Suburbia. It is the different technical choices that have been made that mark the 
biggest difference between the two novels.  
 
To provide meaningful answers to the problem formulation the analysis has been divided into three 
chapters that examine the following areas. Firstly, how hybridity is manifested through Karim in 
The Buddha of Suburbia and Irie in White Teeth. The subsequent chapter examines how the 
narrator’s intrusive voice, use of irony and ideological function provide important nuances and tools 
that frame the portrayal of the hybrid characters and the entire discussion about multiculturalism 
and diversity. This chapter takes Smith’s novel as its prime focus. Lastly, the thesis looks at the sort 
of challenges Kureishi faced as one of the first British-born Asian writer giving a voice to the Asian 
community.  
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The time span between them seems to mark a development in the field of representation and 
postcolonialism as Smith seems to be more unconcerned with political correctness than Kureishi 
who was the first British-born writer with an Asian descent to represent Asians in literature and 
films. Thus, expectations of him at the end of the ‘80s and the beginning of the ‘90s have most 
likely been higher than those of Smith. However, due to his controversial themes Kureishi has faced 
massive challenges as a writer as the Asian community disliked his depiction of Asians stating that 
they were offensive. Naturally, such challenges that both Kureishi and Rushdie have faced has 
paved the way for Smith as the concerns and themes she brings up are virtually no longer news. 
Thereby, Smith seems to be able to challenge the multicultural reality of the nation with much more 
depth and irony.  
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